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Introduction 
The purpose of this note is to present practical feedback on the current state of the 
implementation of Horizon 2020 and share some suggestions for the further implementation 
of the programme. The content is based on the IGLO questionnaire on experiences with 
Horizon 2020, as well as on a workshop with national experts organised by IGLO on 18 
November 2015 in Brussels. The survey and the workshop covered two distinct areas of 
Horizon 2020, namely: 
 

1. Proposal evaluation; and 
2. grant agreement preparation. 

 
This paper summarises the main issues that were raised in the survey and during the 
workshop and, subsequently, provides a set of key messages for possible further 
improvement of the implementation of Horizon 2020.  
 
In the context of the survey, a total of 385 questionnaires from 22 different countries were 
received and analysed. Respondents were mostly research managers, project administrators 
and researchers coming from universities, research and technology organisations (RTO), 
public research organisations, as well as some Small-and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) 
and other industry organisations.  
 
On the occasion of the workshop, 39 experts (experienced research managers dealing with 
the implementation of Horizon 2020 proposals and projects) from 16 European countries 
further discussed the findings of the survey and presented several recommendations to 
representatives of the European Commission (EC) and the Research Executive Agency (REA). 
Furthermore, an expert evaluator was among the invited speakers for the workshop. He 
shared his experiences and his point of view during the discussions. 
 

On proposal evaluation 
As shown in the graph below, just over half of all respondents indicated being satisfied with 
the evaluation process. Respondents from universities and public bodies showed higher 
satisfaction rates, while 59% of SMEs and industry participants indicated in the survey that 
they were not satisfied with the evaluation process. It is important to point out that some 
applicants reported being dissatisfied with the evaluation process because their proposals 
were rejected despite reaching a very high evaluation score. In those cases, the 
dissatisfaction has therefore less to do with the quality of the evaluation process and is linked 
to the oversubscription of Horizon 2020 calls and the low success rates. 



	 	 www.iglortd.org 

25 January 2016 2

 

 
 
Different reasons for the dissatisfaction with the proposal evaluation were mentioned in the 
responses to the questionnaire and during the workshop. Among these concerns, the 
oversubscription of many of the calls and the low success rates, as well as, the lack of clarity 
of the evaluators’ feedback in the Evaluation Summary Reports (ESR) were most prominent. 
The majority of the evaluators who responded to the survey, as well as the expert present at 
the workshop, were concerned about the time restrictions for the evaluations.  
 
Topic I: Oversubscription and broadness of calls 

Oversubscription was one of the main issues raised by respondents when discussing proposal 
evaluation. One of the reasons mentioned for the oversubscription is the broad scope of the 
Horizon 2020 calls that applicants are not used to yet. Frustration is especially high among 
those applicants whose proposals were rejected despite reaching a very high evaluation score.  
The workshop participants mentioned the EC’s “Seal of Excellence (SoE)” initiative as an 
interesting approach for addressing this problem, although at present, it is limited in scope 
(SME Instrument only). Many of the participants were in favour of extending the initiative to 
other funding lines of Horizon 2020. However, it was pointed out that communication of this 
scheme needs to be well-designed in order to avoid raising high expectations among 
participants that receive the SoE, but might not receive national funding in the end, due to 
the lack of corresponding national/regional schemes etc. As this scheme can only be effective 
when there is a compatible alternative funding source available, the EC could play a role in 
stimulating funding bodies to incorporate the SoE. This can be done by sharing good practices 
on how to design such schemes or programmes at the national/regional level. 
 
With regard to the new call design in Horizon 2020, it was mentioned that National Contact 
Points (NCP) sometimes do not seem to have enough knowledge on the scope of the call 
topics and on the nature of the innovation issues addressed in the topics to inform applicants 
on what is expected. Furthermore, it was mentioned that evaluators too might be in need of 
more information and/or training, as well as enough time for discussion when innovation 
issues and the scope for individual topics are concerned. 
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Key Messages: 
 Use two-stage proposals where it is suitable with regard to the topic; 
 consider shorter page limits for stage 1 (as already implemented for 2016/17 calls) 

and possibly also stage 2 proposals. Although, the researchers should still be 
able/allowed to write a comprehensive proposal; 

 enforce the 30-40% (success rates) rule for second stage proposals; 
 for MSCA Individual Fellowships, stricter resubmission rules for proposals which are 

below threshold could be envisaged; 
 continue efforts for more precise wording of the expected impact in call texts; 
 explore further the possibilities for the Seal of Excellence scheme and encourage 

member states’ participation. Avoid raising hopes, which cannot be met by member 
states’ funding schemes; 

 provide more training opportunities on “impact” and “innovation” for researchers, 
evaluators and NCPs; and 

 provide clearer indication for all topics on how many proposals can be funded and 
adapt the openness of the call to that. 

 

 

Topic II: Wording and quality of the Evaluation Summary Report (ESR) 

The quality of the ESR was often mentioned as a major concern in the survey. All participants 
stressed the importance of the ESR as a reference for understanding the evaluation principles 
for individual topics and possible improvement of proposal concepts for future submissions. 
However, many respondents indicated that, unfortunately, the content and wording of the 
ESR were very often not comprehensive and precise enough to be really helpful. Evaluators 
present at the workshop reported that the broad topics present a challenge for the evaluation 
as it has become more difficult to define the precise scope of the topic, for example, and the 
corresponding relevance of proposals. The evaluators also pointed out that it is a real 
challenge to phrase ESRs that are concise and helpful. In some cases, ready-made sentences 
were provided by the EC to help evaluators in presenting the evaluation results. While they 
provide guidance and help harmonising the interpretation of evaluation criteria and the 
drafting of ESR, there is a risk that the ESR becomes too generic, if evaluators do not have 
the time or the capacity to provide more targeted comments.  
 

Key Messages: 
 Applicants need constructive feedback on all evaluation criteria, in relation to the 

length of proposals; 
 ESR should provide more feedback on the shortcomings of proposals and provide 

information for improving their quality; and 
 evaluation teams should include at least one person with previous experience in 

Horizon 2020 evaluations. 
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Topic III: Timeframe of the evaluation process  

Many applicants and evaluators considered the timeframe of the evaluation process as 
problematic. Indeed, both noted an imbalance between time investment and the outcome. 
Some evaluators in the survey indicated that there is less time in Horizon 2020 to provide 
appropriate individual evaluations, as well as for comprehensive discussions in the consensus 
meetings.  
  

Key Messages: 
 Ensure more time for preparation of proposals for stage 2 (possibly less for stage 1). 
 communicate results of stage 1 sooner, if possible, and consider the timing (e.g. avoid 

collision with Christmas breaks or summer holidays); and 
 make sure that evaluators have sufficient time for the adequate evaluation of the 

individual proposals and for discussions during the consensus meetings.  
 
 
 
On Grant Agreement Preparation (GAP) 
 
The vast majority of the respondents of the survey were satisfied with the GAP process (see 
graph below). Satisfaction with the technical aspects of the GAP was especially high. 
However, 65% of respondents experienced time pressure and 46% said to have encountered 
major problems during this phase. These problems concerned mostly the validation of 
participants and the set-up of the consortium agreement. 
  

 
 
Topic IV: Participation identification code (PIC) and validation 

With regard to the GAP process, problems with the validation of project partners were one of 
the most recurrent issues mentioned in response to the survey. Some grantees pointed out to 
the difficulties with contacting the Validation Services, due to the lack of a direct email 
address or telephone number. Others were concerned that they had not received any 
acknowledgement from REA after sending a message via the Participant Portal, and many 
were unhappy with the requests to re-send documents, which had already been sent before.  
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Applicants were also confused by the lack of explanations for the “sleeping” mode on the 
Beneficiary Register. Finally, it was pointed out that project officers are not always able to 
help with validation questions, because they are not sufficiently informed about the process 
themselves. 

 
Key Messages: 

 If at all possible, provide a direct line of communication with the REA Validation 
Services (phone, online chat, email address); 

 make sure that enough resources are available at the Validation Services so that all 
participants can be validated in time. This is especially important as there are many 
“newcomers” in Horizon 2020, which means considerable effort for the Validation 
Service.  

 introduce pop-up boxes in the Participant Portal with tips on avoiding common errors 
and answers to FAQs ; 

 improve the search functionality on the Beneficiary Register (different 
versions/spelling of institution names, etc.) to avoid duplication of registrations for a 
single entity; 

 provide detailed guidance on the Portal on dealing with duplicate PIC numbers; 
 if possible, provide a GAP-like registration progress ‘tracking system’ to keep 

registrants informed about the status of their registration; and 
 provide an explanation of the “sleeping” mode. 

 

 

Topic V: Consortium Agreement (CA) 

Along with the validation modalities, the preparation of the CA was also perceived as a 
challenge during the GAP process, especially for those applicants who are part of large 
consortia. In fact, the need for CA before signing the Grant Agreement (GA) places 
considerable pressure on large consortia. Moreover, as there is no specific guidance on the CA 
provided by project officers or in the guidelines, applicants who are not familiar with models 
such as DESCA, etc. often start writing the documents from scratch. There is also confusion 
about the statement that the CA should be signed “in principle” before the Grant Agreement.  
 

Key Messages: 
 Project officers could point applicants in the direction of existing models of Consortium 

Agreements, or at least to the European IPR Helpdesk (financed by the EC) that might 
assist with this; and 

 allow for Consortium Agreement to be signed before project start date and not GA 
signature.  
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Topic VI: Support for newcomers 

The survey respondents and the workshop participants stressed repeatedly the usefulness and 
high quality of the Participant Portal and the Online Manual. However, many of them pointed 
out that the wealth of information on the Portal makes it often quite difficult to find the 
relevant material easily. Furthermore, notification emails are not always helpful, as they are 
often difficult to understand for applicants which are not yet familiar with the processes. 
Accordingly, all participants agreed that it would be possible to make the Participant Portal 
even more user-friendly, especially for newcomers and SMEs. 
 

Key Messages: 
 Provide a dummies’ guide to the Participant Portal (with screenshots, arrows, etc.); 
 wherever possible on the Portal, remind the applicants about NCPs who can provide 

help in their own language, as well as project coordinators; 
 clearly indicate new, updated or forthcoming sections of the Online Manual and if 

possible, consider e.g. a newsletter type of communication; and 
 provide clearer notifications: indicate who receives notifications, describe actions to 

follow step-by-step and add hyperlinks to email Legal Entity Appointed 
Representatives (LEAR) with questions. 

 


