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STSM Scientific Report  
 

1.1 Aims  
This Short Term Scientific Mission (STSM) is meant to provide preliminary 
insights into how European Research Council (ERC, “the Host” 
https://erc.europa.eu) understands interdisciplinary (ID) research, how ID 
knowledge creation is linked to frontier and how ERC funding practice enable or 
constrain such interdisciplinary knowledge creation.   

INTREPID’s object of study is transversal to all the funding life cycle from the 
definition of the political agendas, policy statements/priorities, research 
programmes, funding calls for projects, ex ante evaluation, selection and 
excellence criteria, ex post assessment of output, outcomes and impact of 
research. The main objective through this STSM is to collect data from ERC top 
officials and members of staff about its vision and strategy for European 
capacity to engage in research that creates frontier knowledge.  

Thus, the STSM is to contribute directly to INTREPID’s Challenge 1 to reflect 
and learn (http://www.intrepid-cost.eu/about-intrepid/), and to Challenge 2 
(network) and 3 (enable ID) by adding members to our stakeholder group of 
funding agencies (http://www.intrepid-cost.eu/join-the-funding-agencies-
stakeholders/) and helping us to define our future conference targeting ID in EU 
research funding, planned for 2017. INTREPID’s 2nd year conference will 
coincide with the interim evaluation of H2020. With this conference we propose 
to contribute to this evaluation with targeted analyses on the interdisciplinary 
dimension of EU funding. 
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1.2 The host institution:  ERC  
1.2.1 The organizational structure 1 
	  

The European Research Council (ERC)– the first pan-European funding body for 
frontier research- was set up in 2007 under the EU's Seventh Framework 
Programme for Research (FP7, 2007-2013). The ERC is now part of the first 
pillar - 'Excellent Science' - of Horizon 2020, the new EU Programme for 
Research and Innovation 

It aims to enhance the dynamic character, creativity and excellence of 
European research at the frontiers of knowledge. By providing attractive, 
competitive, long term funding to support the best investigators and their 
research teams to pursue ground breaking, high risk, high gain research the 
ERC expects to lead to advances  at the frontiers of knowledge. Through peer 
reviewed competitions the best researchers are funded to perform their 
research in Europe. 

Organisation and Working Groups 

The European Research Council (ERC) consists of a Scientific Council and an 
Executive Agency.The Scientific Council (ScC) is the decision making body of 
the ERC and sets the ERC’s scientific funding strategy. The ERC Executive 
Agency (ERCEA), implements the ERC strategy as set by the Scientific Council, 
and is in charge of the day to day grant administration.  The ERC operates with 
autonomy and integrity guaranteed by the European Commission, to which it is 
accountable.  

 

Scientific Council 

The Scientific Council, the ERC's governing body, defines the scientific funding 
strategy and methodologies. It acts on behalf of the scientific community in 
Europe to promote creativity and innovative research. 

The Chair of the Scientific Council is the President of the ERC and the formal 
representative of the ERC as well as its Scientific Council with the European 
Commission and other bodies. The President is assisted by three Vice-
Presidents, who are equally the Vice-Chairs of the Scientific Council. 

The Scientific Council is composed by 22 members, who have 4 year mandate, 
which can be renewed once. These are chosen as undisputed reputation as 
scientific leaders and for their independence and commitment to research  

 

Executive Agency 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  All	  information	  obtained	  in	  ERC’s	  website	  accessed	  March	  26th,	  2016	  
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The ERC Executive Agency (ERCEA) implements and manages ERC operations. 
As for all Executive Agencies, a Director and a Steering Committee manage it, 
both appointed by the Commission. 

 

ERCEA management 

The ERCEA is led by the Director, who is responsible for the day-to-day 
management of the agency and its staff and also for the implementation of the 
ERC's strategy and positions, as defined by the ERC Scientific Council. (For 
more details an Organizational chart available in the web page) 

1.2.2 The more flexible components of the organizational structure  
 

Standing Committees 

The Scientific Council has the responsibility of establishing the overall strategy 
of the ERC, including through the annual ERC Work Programmes and by 
determining the methods and procedures for peer review and proposal 
evaluation. The Scientific Council may set up, from amongst its 22 
members, Standing Committees, Working Groups and other structures 
addressing specific tasks. 

In October 2009 at its 22nd plenary meeting a Decision of the Scientific 
Council established two Standing Committees dedicated to these specific topics: 

• Standing Committee on Panels 
• Standing Committee on Conflict of Interest, Scientific Misconduct and 

Ethics 

 

Concerning Working Groups there are currently six of them dedicated to the 
following topics: 

• Gender Balance 

• Open Access 

• Innovation and Relations with Industry 

• Widening European Participation 

• Strengthening International Participation 

• Key Performance Indicators 

The Scientific Council may set up new Working Groups and discontinue existing 
ones in response to changing requirements.  

 

New groups and a task force started their activities in 2015: 
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The new working group, named Science behind the projects is an ex-ante 
content analysis of the ERC funded projects, using expert judgment that will 
enable ERC to systematically report on the research areas/topics/fields that are 
funded, including of funding trends. This working group builds on the 
experience gained through similar analysis of the ERC funded projects during 
the FP7. The groups will elaborate the methodology and construct the data 
model, using data collected starting in September 2016 and lasting throughout 
the entire Horizon 2020. 

A taskforce on ID research was formed after the May 2015 retreat and 
submitted its recommendations to the December plenary meeting. The 
Taskforce aimed at “propose possible measures to explicitly encourage the 
funding of innovative ID projects and address any shortcomings in the selection 
process which may hinder the funding of ID Projects “(ERC 2016) (further 
details below)   

 

 Another task force was then formed based on the recommendations of 
introducing a new funding scheme to encourage “high risk and innovative 
proposals that explicitly explore new forms of interdisciplinarity”. The taskforce 
will “work out the implementation arrangements including the resources 
needed, aspects of the valuation process” for this new scheme and will present 
its recommendations for the 2018 work programme (ERC, 2016, p. 62)  

 

1.3 Work undertaken: interviews with ERC top officials 
	  

This mission was comprised of mainly group interviews. 

a) Interviews with Heads of Unit and Heads of Sector of the Scientific 
Management Department: 

Jose Labastida –Scientific Management Department  

Alejandro Martin-Hobdey - Call and Project Follow-up Coordination  

Anna  Lo ̈nnroth  Life Sciences  

M. Penny - Physical Sciences and Engineering  

Angela Liberatore - Social Sciences and Humanities 

 

 
2) Interviews with staff of the "Support to the Scientific Council" Unit; 

Theodore Papazoglou - Support to the Scientific Council   
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A-M. Mugabushaka  - Support to Monitoring and Evaluation of ERC Activities  

 
3) Interview with ERC President Jean-Pierre Bourguignon; 

 

The interviews took between 1.30-2 h each. Even though there was a set of 
predefined questions, these interviews had an open format, which built on what 
had been learned from previous interviews and/or needed subsequent 
clarification. Often there was just an open discussion of the issues of ID in the 
context of the ERC   

 

The general areas focused upon were: 

-‐ Definitions, perceptions, views, expectations of/for ID research;  
-‐ Leadership, policy and strategic choices in support of ID; 
-‐ The evaluation of ID proposals 

 

Given that this STSM was done in simultaneity with an STSM focusing on DG 
R&I, some parallels were done along the discussion, for instance on what 
regards the role of Social Sciences and Humanities in ID research. 

 

 

1.4 ID at the ERC: Preliminary findings  
	  

This section summarises the preliminary findings for the areas explored and 
discussed during the STSM at ERC. The interview material is treated 
anonymously and codes are used in (…). Direct quotes from interviewees are 
placed in “…”. 

1.4.1 Definitions, perceptions, views, expectations of/for ID research  
 

The idea of ID, and whether to define it or not, has been a topic of intense 
debate at the ERC, as ID is part of the essence of what is frontier research.  

The option so far, after the initial discussions, has been to take a pragmatic 
approach for the operationalization of ID, rather than a more conceptual or 
substantive one: “at the beginning we thought about ID, and then we thought 
we did not think the term is useful, then we thought of cross panels” (E5) ; “we 
would rather not put in stone some definition “ (E7) 

For some having a definition would be constraining, like “putting a border” as 
the  “beauty of frontier research is precisely, not having borders” (E3). 
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Moreover translating ID into selection criteria could have many unintended side 
effects  

The scientific council was clear that it could not prescribe ID, and its basic 
discussion have been about “what is frontier research “ rather than about “what 
is interdisciplinarity“ and what level of ID is expected or desirable per project. 
But according to the interviewees one cannot go without the other:  “in order to 
look at the frontier it goes without saying that you have high chances that 
disciplines have interfaces (E7) and “the creation of new knowledge is probably 
ID” (E6). 

So the ERC has chosen not to have an official definition of ID. The pragmatic 
approach has been to evaluate those proposals through cross panels.  “In this 
setting ID is whatever falls between panel” (E6). Still the panel themselves 
cover a number of research areas and they are set out in such a manner that 
even within panels ID can be expected.  

The views of ECR on ID research can be summarized by the following:  

“ERC’s corner stone is to respect bottom up [ideas]… Some are 
disciplinary, some are ID”, “we do not want to hold hands of people”, 
hence the main concern relating to ID at ERC “is procedural”: so as not to 
affect proposals “negatively” (E8)  

“we do not want to do positive discriminations for ID; and we are very 
clear about not doing negative discrimination; they are the researchers 
themselves who define ID “ (E 4). 

Moreover, the	  ERC	  has	  several	  organizational	  advantages:	  it	  is	  one	  council	  operating	  for	  
all	  domains	  (compared	  to	  national	  set	  ups	  with	  multiple	  ones),	  it	  has	  relatively	  few	  panels,	  
and	  panels	  that	  are	  mainly	  ID	  in	  composition,	  and	  a	  long	  term	  funding	  strategy.	  All	  this	  was	  
seen	  as	  conducive	  (i.e.	  enabling	  factors)	  to	  more	  ID	  research. 

 

1.4.2 The history of ID at the ERC  
	  

The issue of ID has been the object of intense discussion since the foundation of 
the ERC and it has inclusively led to institutional reorganizations. The evaluation 
model followed during the first 3/4 years opted for the creation of an additional 
panel- to which candidates could not apply to – that was dedicated to proposals 
not fitting into any other panel. Panel chairs, in a separate meeting, revisited 
this type of proposals. This scheme, which at the first seemed a good solution 
for the evaluation of ID proposals, ended up sending the wrong signals and 
became a “victim” of strategic action by panel chairs wishing to get additional 
funding for their own panel. This extra panel never spent all its allocated funds 
and in the end it was abandoned.  

One should note that the idea of having one panel just dedicated to ID 
proposals was pondered but not contemplated as these ID proposals  would 
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incur the risk of getting closed in a “ghetto” (E5), which would not fit the 
purpose. 

Another strategy followed to allow for greater ID (or to pave the way to greater 
ID) has been to create the possibility of having proposals with more than one 
PI. Both PI’s had to be in significant different fields. This program ran for two 
years and it was substituted by the ERC Synergy grant. This grant was 
introduced in 2011 as a pilot scheme for small groups of excellent researchers. 
The Synergy grant targeted a small group of 2,3 or 4 PI’s in the expectation 
that they would “jointly tackle and solve a challenging problem that none of 
them could have managed alone” (ERC 2014p. 386).  As expected several of 
the proposals crossed the boundaries of established disciplines (7 in 24 were 
crossed Domains). These projects were not submitted to specific panels, but 
rather were formed based on the needs of the projects and on the expertise 
available, spanning across all the three domains. The majority of the projects 
had 3-4 PI’s – it seems that to tackle the ambitious research goals, there are 
often ID, the expertise of 2 researchers and their teams is usually not enough 
(ERC, 2014, p. 387). 

 

1.4.3 ID in ERC: beyond definitions  
	  

Interviewees were unanimous in considering that the bottom–up research 
funded by the ERC tends to lead to ID research, as frontier knowledge and 
excellence are almost inextricably linked to ID. Still some of the research 
funded by the ERC can be disciplinary “ERC’s cornerstone is to respect bottom 
up ideas …some are disciplinary some are ID” (…) “The main concern at the 
ERC is not affecting negatively the profile of proposals” (E8) 

 

The report Science behind the projects (2014) is an ex-post analysis of the 
projects funded from 2007-2013.  Although the report does not focus the issue 
of ID directly, it does so indirectly through 2 proxies: 1) the choice of a” 
secondary evaluation panel “ by the PI; and 2) the choice and range of panel 
descriptors. The report shows that:  

“ a significant proportion of the more than 4300 projects (….) cover areas 
of research beyond those that are within the remit of each individual 
panel. This is due to the highly ID nature of many of these projects (…) 
but also to the broad scope of the research question addressed by the 
projects (…) On average 42% of the projects funded by any of the panels 
have a connection to another panel within the same or a different domain 
(and) most of the cross panel connections are between panels within the 
same domains “   (ERC, 2014, p. 27) 
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Starting in 2015 the ERC has conducted a pilot ex post exercise to assess the 
outcomes of completed projects: external experts that were not involved in the 
previous evaluation are involved in this exercise. Some preliminary finding of 
this exercise, conducted on just 200 projects, show that over half of the 
projects are ID and that there is no correlation between the high quality of the 
projects and ID (E1). The ex post evaluation of projects concerning its ID 
dimension is ongoing and still following an exploratory format.  The analysis 
includes bibliometry (such as the bibliography of the papers produced per 
projects), data pertaining to the ID character of the team, text mining of 
proposals and other methods still under study. 

 
 

1.4.4 The evaluation of ID in ERC: the challenge of evaluating cross -panel 
proposals  

	  

The ERC evaluates proposals through 25 panels covering all fields of science, 
engineering and scholarship across three research domains: physical sciences 
and engineering (10 panels), Life Sciences (9 panels) and Social sciences and 
humanities (6 panels). One of the challenges is to assess those projects whose 
cutting edge value is based on the bringing together two or more 
areas/disciplines, and not necessarily enriching any individual area (E8). During 
the proposal submission phase the PI chooses a “primary evaluation panel”, 
based on one or more panel descriptors. The choice of one descriptor is 
mandatory, but they can select up to three non-mandatory descriptors. The use 
of these descriptors varies: some tend to over use descriptors (they use 4 while 
one or two would have been sufficient) or to over or under estimate the ID 
character of their Proposal (ERC , 2014). PI’s are given the possibility to 
demand a secondary evaluation panel. Nonetheless, there has been a trend 
towards a decrease in the choice of a secondary panel. “At the beginning we 
had 40% cross panel proposal and now just 20%” (E5). This is related to ERC’s 
demand for an explanation concerning the need of a two panel evaluation.  

The System of cross panel is not without challenges. The ERC has detected a 
small (2/3%) but consistent difference among the acceptance rates of proposals 
evaluated by one panel vs. cross panels. This has been raising question on 
whether the evaluation is procedurally correct. The alert has been set by a 
consistent lower approval rate of proposal in the 1st step (as in step 2 the 
results from both types of panels level out). The ERC staff has been raising a 
number of questions and searching for answers for this phenomenon: Are cross 
panel proposal weaker (E5)? Are researchers not presenting their cases so 
convincingly? (E8) Are the written reports from the second panel evaluator not 
being taken into enough considerations, given that they are present? (E5). 

However,	  the	  cross-‐panel	  failure	  rate	  is	  only	  part	  of	  the	  ID	  picture	  at	  ERC,	  since	  intra-‐panel	  
proposals	  can	  also	  be	  ID	  given	  the	  broad	  coverage	  of	  many	  panels.	  When	  these	  fail	  what	  
happens?	  	  
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The cross-panel failure rate issue is currently under study. So far the option has 
been to systematically invite the extra panel member to the meetings. However 
this has not been practiced as systematically as desired give the timing of the 
meetings (and this practice is eve more difficult in the case of proposals that 
cross domains). The solution in these cases may be videoconference.  

When asked about the possibility of allocating more space (pages) to ID 
proposals, the general reaction was that this would not be necessary as usually 
a mature proposal will be expressed clearly and succinctly, even if it is ID. 

 

1.4.5 Going deeper into the evaluation of cross-panel (or ID) proposals  
	  	  

The small but consistent difference in approval rate from cross panel to intra 
panel remains a puzzling matter, even if the general impression of our 
interviewees, is that the mainstreaming approach for evaluating ID is working.  
The issue interdisciplinarity was nonetheless considered a ”key question” and 
was has thus singled out as one matter of discussion and decision for the one 
day retreat of the Scientific Council in 2015. The following questions were 
posed: “ How to better deal with ID applications? How to tackle differences in 
success rates “ (ERC, 2016, p. 8). In consequence a Task force on ID research 
– was created. Its aim was “to propose possible measures to explicitly 
encourage the funding of innovative, ID projects and to address any 
shortcomings in the selection process which may hinder the funding if ID 
projects”(p. 62). In December of 2015 the taskforce submitted some 
recommendations: a) maintain the current policy of mainstreaming the 
evaluation of proposals whose research lines span more than one evaluation 
panel; b) Systematically invite to evaluation meetings of a given proposal those 
experts who have performed the review in the other evaluation panel. 

The task force also made a proposal aiming to encourage a new funding scheme 
which would target high-risk projects that explicitly explore new forms, e.g. 
non established (vs. established) forms of ID. More exploratory funding, to 
support risky intuitions, out of the box research is under analysis. 

The Scientific Council decided that one new scheme will be considered in the 
context of discussion about the Synergy funding scheme. Here again a 
Taskforce was established to workout aspects such as the “the evaluation 
process and the development of a new funding scheme which would support the 
exploration of innovative forms of ID” (ERC 2016 p. 62). The new working 
group “Science behind the projects” will also collaborate to fulfil this aim, 
building on the experience gained in the analysis conducted for the projects 
funded during the FP7.  
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1.4.6 Social Science and Humanities in the ERC 
	  

The Socials sciences and humanities are one of the three domains considered 
by the ERC. Its funding has undergone some changes since the foundation. 

At first there was a fixed amount allocated to each domain, but the amount 
allocated to the SSH resulted too small, as compared to the demand, and led to 
higher failure rates. In response the ERC redistributed funding “according to 
pressure” (E8) and the amount of funding has been increasing. The SSH 
success rate improved and is now closer to the average: overall “equalising the 
success rate was our criteria of fairness” (E8).  

The current discussion taking place in DG R&I concerning the mainstreaming 
SSH  does not take place at the ERC. Here the SSH domain “has the same 
status as everyone else” (E4). We could ask “is physics mainstreamed 
enough’?” (E4) but the ERC has not made the option of engaging in such 
discussion. “Here (as compared to the DG R&I) there is more reciprocity among 
the three domains” (E4)  

 

1.5 Questions	  Arising	  
The following table summarises the questions arising from this preliminary 
report: 

Themes Arising questions 
Definitions, perceptions, 
views, expectations of/for 
ID research;  

- The cross-panels nature of a proposal in 
monitored by ERC: is it a sufficient ad hoc 
definition of ID in ERC funded research?  
- Is the reference to cross-panel proposals for 
monitoring an excessively pragmatic solution given 
the complex range of proposals submitted? 
- How can ERC also systematically monitor ID 
proposals within panels – given that most panels 
are themselves ID? 
- Is there a risk that the lack of definition, 
combined with the focus on cross-panels proposals 
leads to a de facto interpretation of ID as multiple 
disciplines? Would an ERC definition of 
interdisciplinary improve the capacity to evaluate 
ID proposals?  
- How much does the need to avoid any unwanted 
bias in favour of any particular aspect (ID, societal 
impacts etc.) affect the pragmatic choices 
identified here?  
 

The evaluation of ID 
proposals  

- How do ID proposals fare compared to non ID 
ones? 
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- Is cross panel evaluating ID proposals in a fair 
way?  
- How are intra panels ID proposals being 
evaluated? How to track them? 
- Why are there areas/panels where cross panel 
applications are below average? 
- How consistent are researchers cross panel 
choices with evaluators’ assessment of its need 
and adequacy? 
- When PIs want to make a shift of focus and 
propose something beyond their area of direct 
expertise, this may be important for ID, but may 
be problematic: “their proposal may suffer” – how 
can (should?) this be avoided? 
 

The choice of evaluators  Evaluators are usually selected based on the 
excellency of their disciplinary research: 
- Should ERC consider the inclusion of some 
members with a prestigious interdisciplinary career 
(and not only those excellent in one’s discipline)? 
- Should ERC consider the inclusion of non-
academic evaluators for proposals that have a 
clear transdisciplinary character?  
- What would be the criteria for the choice of such 
type of evaluators? 

The role of Social Sciences 
and Humanities in frontier 
knowledge  

What is the degree of truly ID projects where the 
SSH are integrated into mainly natural/exact 
science projects? 

Assessing ID presence in 
ERC projects: some 
additional data  

- Identify panels in which cross – panel or cross 
domain proposals are below the average  
- How has the number of descriptors evolved along 
the time? 
- How do the number of descriptors used vary 
from starting grants up to consolidate grants?   
- ERC guidance to proponents might include a 
space where the candidate ticks an ID label for 
monitoring and evaluation purposes. A disclaimer 
stating that this is only for monitoring purposes 
should also be added to avoid bias. 
 
 

 

  



  

 www.intrepid-cost.eu 

  

 www cost.eu  

	  

	  

	   13	  
Cost is supported by the 
EU Framework Programme Horitzon 
2020 

1.6 Follow up work 
 
The next steps will include a reflection and comparison of preliminary findings 
from ERC summarised here, with those related to DG R&I. The core questions 
and challenges arising from these two STSMs will then be compared with the 
arguments elaborated in the scientific literature on ID.  
 
The aim is to present a short additional report that sets out priority themes for: 
a follow-up STSM in the autumn 2016 and two INTREPID-coordinated events: 

1) a targeted session on ID and SSH within EU funding/H2020 Programmes 
– as part of an international conference on ID and SSH planned in 
January 2017, at the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, in occasion of the 
20th Anniversary of the Manifesto ‘Open the social sciences: Report of the 
Gulbenkian Commission on the restructuring of the social sciences’ 
(coordinated by the Gulbenkian Commission on the Restructuring of the 
Social Sciences (1996) Stanford University Press). 

2) A workshop/symposium aimed at contributing to the interim evaluation of 
H2020, with a focus on the role of ID research. This would ideally be held 
in Brussels and organised – if possible – in collaboration with the DG R&I 
and ERC. 
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