
Introduction

The League of European Research Universities (LERU) strongly supports the 

inclusion of SSH research in Horizon 2020. Therefore, LERU has very much 

welcomed the policy statement of EU Commissioner Geoghegan-Quinn on SSH 

research at the Vilnius “Horizons for SSH” conference last September. In the 

conference statement she acknowledged that the social sciences and humanities 

are “more essential than ever” and that the EU has a tradition in supporting these 

fields. She also stated: “We will, however, do things differently now”. 

Geoghegan-Quinn: “The increasing importance, indeed the necessity of the Social 

Sciences and Humanities, has spurred us on to create a bold, new vision for them 

at European level. This is why the Social Sciences and Humanities are anchored 

at the heart of Horizon 2020. I like to think that this approach presents a twin 

opportunity for the Social Sciences and Humanities. …. First, new areas of research 

throughout the whole programme thanks to embedding; and second, greater scope 

for riskier, top class research through the European Research Council.” 1

LERU agrees that the social sciences and humanities should be anchored at the 

heart of Horizon 2020, but would also like to stress that SSH research should be 

supported at the national level and through the establishment of the European 

Research Area. 
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1 http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-740_en.htm
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The importance of SSH research

LERU wishes to re-affirm the importance its members attach to SSH research. 

Humanities research generates important new knowledge that is fundamental to broader social issues in Europe. 

They include international conflicts, gender diversity, human rights, ethics, religious traditions, institutions, 

changing media, literacy, identities and cultural memories, linguistic diversity, creative industries and cultural 

heritage. 

The social sciences investigate the processes that govern the behaviours of individuals and groups. This 

understanding is as important as contributions from scientific and technological disciplines to the creation, 

implementation and evaluation of effective public policies and innovative structures underpinning corporate 

performance. 

Research in the humanities and social sciences is concerned with issues that are essential to stability, good 

order, creativity and inspiration in society. Innovative societies are societies with the ability to absorb global 

social, cultural and economic changes. No significant progress nor implementation of any policy can be achieved 

in any societal challenge without a significant, concomitant progress on the understanding of the behaviour 

of the individuals and groups who face these challenges. Only research in the SSH can contribute to such 

understanding.

The members of LERU support SSH research in their institutions. To quote the White Paper 2011–2021 of the 

Council of University College London (UCL): “Today, in an era when the arts, humanities and social sciences are 

perceived as being under threat from the Government’s funding changes, UCL remains committed to  maintaining 

and investing in them. We need to counter a trend towards instrumentalist attitudes towards higher education 

in the new funding environment”. A significant part of the staff of our universities work in the SSH domain and a 

significant number of ERC SSH projects are executed at LERU institutions. The top five universities with regard 

to the number of ERC projects in the SSH domain are members of LERU. 

SSH and the European Research Area (ERA)

LERU agrees with the European Commission that progress in creating a European Research Area has been 

patchy and uneven across different dimensions of ERA and different Member States and urgently needs to be 

accelerated.

The European Commission has created and supported successful instruments, also for the SSH domain, such 

as the European Research Council (ERC), Marie Curie Actions, and the ERA-nets Humanities in the European 

Research Area  (HERA), and   New Opportunities for Research Funding Agency Co-operation in Europe 

(NORFACE). Research infrastructures like the Digital Research Infrastructure for the Arts and Humanities 

(DARIAH), the European Social Survey (ESS), the European Holocaust Research Infrastructure (EHRI), the 

Cultural Heritage Advanced Research Infrastructures (CHARISMA), and the Common Language Resources 

and Technology Infrastructure (CLARIN) have benefitted from the combination of a strategic body, roadmap and 

regulation. 



However, we also agree with the European Commission that the implementation of joint programming remains 

sluggish and some member states stay behind. Within the SSH domain the Joint Programming Initiative on 

Cultural Heritage and Global Change can function as an example. The JPI started in 2010 with high ambitions 

and many meetings. It managed to publish a Strategic Research Agenda in 2013, which concluded: “With 

sufficient funds and further and sustained investment, we will be able to implement this Agenda for the protection 

and enhancement of European patrimony”. 

LERU supports the idea of a JPI in the field of cultural heritage.2 However we are concerned by the fact that 

investments from the member states have remained limited and the JPI lacks a dedicated implementation plan. 

So far, the JPI has not resulted in the alignment of national research programmes nor in a so-called ‘common pot’ 

for research in this field. Given these circumstances it has come as no surprise the JPI will not receive support 

through Horizon 2020 in 2014 and 2015.

SSH research in Horizon 2020

The General Structure of Horizon 2020

LERU is pleased with the general structure of Horizon 2020 and the support for the ERC, MCA, FET and 

Research Infrastructures within the Excellent Science Pillar, by the European Commission. The Excellent 

Science Pillar attracts the best researchers and advances European scholarship in a most effective way. 

Although we understand decisions have been made on the relative budgets of the three pillars of Horizon 2020, 

we would like to state again our wish to see the budget of the Excellent Science Pillar increased in the future. 

Increasing this budget is the shortest route to a larger and more effective support of excellent SSH research.

The Industrial Leadership Pillar of Horizon 2020

LERU is pleased to notice that SSH research is taken seriously in the Industrial Leadership Pillar of Horizon 2020. 

In the work programme for ‘Information and Communication Technologies’ opportunities for SSH researchers are 

given through the establishment of ‘Collective Awareness Platforms for Sustainability and Social Innovation’, 

and by research topics like ‘Cracking the language barrier: “a multidisciplinary research path to develop a new 

paradigm”’, ‘Advanced digital gaming/gamification technologies’ and ‘Technologies for better human learning and 

teaching’. The draft work programme for ‘Nanotechnologies, Advanced Materials, Biotechnology and Advanced 

Manufacturing and Processing’ explicitly calls upon the social sciences and humanities to participate in various 

research topics like ‘Societal engagement on responsible nanotechnology’ and ‘Developing smart factories 

that are attractive to workers’ and ‘Integrated approach to retrofitting of residential buildings’. These examples 

demonstrate that SSH research can play an important role in all three pillars of Horizon 2020.

3

2 http://www.leru.org/index.php/public/news/setting-the-cultural-heritage-research-agenda/
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The Societal Challenges in Horizon 2020

LERU agrees with Commissioner Geoghegan-Quinn that the social sciences and humanities have to make their 

contribution where they are most needed, which means in all societal challenges identified in Horizon 2020. In 

the words of the Commissioner: “It means that they can provide the necessary knowledge and understanding 

to tackle the challenges. It means that the social, political and human aspects are not forgotten alongside the 

technological aspects”.

However, there are remarkable differences in the ways SSH research is integrated in the various societal 

challenges’ work programmes.3 The most explicit acknowledgment of the importance of SSH research can be 

found in the work programme for “Climate action, environment, resource efficiency and raw materials”: “Solid 

involvement of social sciences and humanities and civil society is a prerequisite to better understanding the 

socio-economic, cultural and environmental dimension of food waste and promoting change in the business and 

consumer environment for social innovation”. This acknowledgment has resulted in the inclusion of a few topics in 

which SSH research will play a role, but they only constitute a small part of the work programme.

Within the work programme for the societal challenge “Health, demographic change and wellbeing” good 

examples of multidisciplinary research topics can be found in which SSH research plays a significant role, 

as is the case on a lesser scale in the work programme for the societal challenge “Food security, sustainable 

agriculture and forestry, marine and maritime and inland water research and the bioeconomy”. On the one 

hand, LERU is pleased that the work programme for the societal challenge “Health, demographic change and 

wellbeing” takes multidisciplinary research very seriously, however, on the other hand, LERU wants to remind 

the European Commission that this societal challenge has a broader scope than medicine, biology or nursing – 

even with a clear role for SSH research, and that demographic change and well-being are topics in which SSH 

research should be the core. 

The work programme for the societal challenge “Secure, Clean and Efficient Energy” has some room for SSH 

research with a few dedicated topics.4 This work programme falls however short of the ambitions of Commissioner 

Geoghegan-Quinn regarding the ‘embedding’ of SSH research, while the budget for the SSH topics represents 

only around 1% of the total budget for the work programme. 

LERU welcomes the embedding of the social sciences and humanities dimension as an essential component 

of the Transport work programme, across several research sections. A limited number of good examples of this 

can be found in the work programme5, while there is also a dedicated SSH topic with the title “Socio-economic 

and behavioural research and forward looking activities for policy making”. This topic is however not related to the 

direct funding of research, but to “Coordination and Support Actions” and its budget is relatively small.

3 http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/index_en.cfm?pg=h2020-documents

4 EE 7 – 2014/2015: Enhancing the capacity of public authorities to plan and implement sustainable energy policies and measures; EE 10 – 

2014/2015: Consumer engagement for sustainable energy; EE 12 – 2014: Socioeconomic research on energy efficiency; LCE 20 – 2014: 

The human factor in the energy system.

5 Trafic safety (MG 3.4), Transforming the use of conventionally fuelled vehicles in urban areas (MG 5.1); Tackling urban road congestion 

(MG 5.3); De-stressing the supply chain (MG 6.2).
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With regard to draft work programme for the societal challenge “Secure societies – Protecting freedom and 

security of Europe and its citizens” room has been made for SSH research, but mostly in dedicated and separate 

“Ethical/Societal Dimension” topics. 

Our conclusion is that the integration of SSH research in the present work programmes for the societal challenges 

1-5 and 7 has been achieved only in an uneven way. Some work programmes have genuinely attempted to 

integrate SSH research, but in other work programmes SSH research is still just an “add on”. In the future, 

research in the social sciences and humanities should be explicitly integrated in all work programmes and should 

not be considered an “add on”. We like to stress once again that a better use of research outcomes from various 

technological or biomedical fields often requires an understanding of how individuals or groups would respond to 

these outcomes, which also in turn requires a historical perspective and a study of its cultural aspects.

Secondly, where genuine attempts were made to integrate SSH research, mostly the social sciences have been 

taken into consideration, not the humanities. The future work programmes should also include contributions from 

the humanities.

Thirdly, LERU welcomes the inclusion of the gender dimension in the various work programmes. It is very 

important that both the application and success rates of women in fields where women are underrepresented are 

increased in Horizon 2020, also in SSH related research, that gendered statistics are collected and communicated 

and that the impact of H2020 gender actions is monitored.6

Europe in a changing world – inclusive, innovative and reflective Societies

LERU considers the compromise text of the work programme of SC6, “Europe in a changing world – inclusive, 

innovative and reflective Societies”, not as the best possible result of the drafting process. In part the work 

programme creates good opportunities for SSH research, especially when a sufficient amount of money is 

allocated to a limited number of topics – as seems to be the case in the calls “Overcoming the Crisis: New Ideas, 

Strategies and Governance Structures for Europe” and  the “Young Generation in an Innovative, Inclusive and 

Sustainable Europe”. 

We believe however that the EC should be more ambitious in the future if they want to attract the best researchers 

to address this societal challenge. The ERC supports excellent individual researchers with advanced grants of 

2.5 M€, while at the moment projects with multiple partners funded through this work programme would only 

have a budget of 1.5 to 2.5 M€. To make participation in these calls more attractive the budget should be enlarged 

to at least 5 M€ per topic.

LERU welcomes the support for HERA in the topics of the call on “Reflective Societies: Cultural Heritage and 

European Identities”, but does not see much coherence between the other topics. It is unclear why certain topics 

were singled out. We would prefer a more robust call, with more internal coherence and fewer topics. Since 

humanities research is mostly absent in the work programmes of the other societal challenges, we urge the 

European Commission to consider enlarging the budget of this call.
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6 http://www.leru.org/files/general/LERU%20Paper_Women%20universities%20and%20research.pdf



The call “Europe as a Global Actor” in its current form presents in our view, many and partly overlapping topics, 

which means only a few proposals will be funded by the EC. Fewer and more innovative topics would create a 

more attractive call.

In general LERU calls upon the European Commission to critically assess the place of ICT research in the work 

programme. Within Horizon 2020 ICT research has a large dedicated budget of 1.628,36 M€ for 2014-2015 in the 

work programme “Information and Communication Technologies” within the Industrial leadership pillar.

Finally, it is unacceptable to LERU that COST is funded through the work programme of SC6. In 2014 and 2015, 

COST would receive 39.8 M€ or 15.6% of the total budget of the work programme, money which should be 

invested in SSH research.

Evaluation of proposals will be key

Uncertainty remains on a sufficient SSH representation in the review panels. Uncertainty remains as well on 

the evaluation criteria the review panels will use. Proposals with an SSH relevance should be assessed by 

panels with at least more than one SSH representative, taking into account the publication cultures and career 

perspectives in different disciplines. When the qualities of SSH research are properly taken into account in the 

review process, confidence within the SSH community will grow and the best SSH researchers will be willing to 

participate in the societal challenges pillar of Horizon 2020.

Change is difficult

LERU understands that changing the position of SSH research from FP7 to Horizon 2020 is a difficult and 

complicated process. We clearly see that DG R&I is leading the way, but we are not sure of the commitment 

of the other DGs. LERU is pleased with the efforts of the European Commission to get the work programmes 

finalised for publication of the first calls on 11 December to guarantee the actual start of Horizon 2020 on 1 

January 2014. Although we appreciate the difficult circumstances, we are disappointed to see that the expert 

advisory groups were only established after the summer, which prevented any real input from these groups on 

the two-year work programmes. This definitely needs to be improved in the future. LERU suggests that the expert 

groups will be asked to still comment on the current work programmes and that their feedback will be taken into 

account for possible small revisions of the work programme in time for the second publication of calls. Next to this 

crucial point, we want to emphasise that the participation of SSH researchers in all the expert advisory groups 

should be a prerequisite.

Roadmap 

LERU considers it crucial for the European Commission and the member states to make improvements in the 

implementation of Horizon 2020 and to promote the establishment of the European Research Area, also for SSH 

research.
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We also believe comprehensive research universities have a responsibility to promote truly interdisciplinary 

research. One cannot just ask the European Commission to formulate interdisciplinary research questions. 

Research-intensive universities  have a clear responsibility in promoting interdisciplinary research in their own 

institution. They can function as the ideal platform on which scholars and scientists from all disciplines can 

develop interdisciplinary research questions on an equal level. The European Commission could support this 

by creating a ‘platform on interdisciplinary research’ connecting the platforms within research universities rather 

than a ‘social platform on reflective societies’ (see call REFLECTIVE 9 of the work programme of SC6).

LERU makes the following recommendations to improve the position of SSH research in Horizon 2020 and 

within ERA: 

Universities are asked:
• To promote SSH research and interdisciplinary research and to stimulate the participation of SSH researchers 

in all societal challenges of H2020;

• To showcase and reward successful interdisciplinary projects and to support interdisciplinary research 

careers;

• To organise platforms of SSH researchers and researchers from STEM and life sciences in order to develop 

a truly interdisciplinary research agenda, particularly for the societal challenges of Horizon 2020; 

Member states and national funding agencies are asked:
• To support interdisciplinary research within the national research agenda’s;

• To participate in HERA and NORFACE; and to create more and larger common pots for SSH research;

• To make effective and transparent JPI’s, also in the field of SSH research; and to invest in an implementation 

plan for the JPI on Cultural Heritage;

• To participate in the discussions on the work programmes in an innovative and constructive manner according 

to the principles of the Vilnius Declaration; 

The European Commission is asked:
• To be a champion for HERA and NORFACE and for the creation of more and larger common pots for SSH 

research;

• To promote effective and transparent JPI’s, also in the field of SSH research; and to encourage member 

states to invest in an implementation plan for the JPI on Cultural Heritage;

• To create a platform to develop interdisciplinary research questions;

• To make innovative work programmes together with SSH researchers in the expert advisory groups;

• To find ways to attract the best SSH researchers to contribute to SC6 calls through broader calls with larger 

budgets;

• To create more room for the various disciplines of the Humanities in all societal challenges;

• To develop common and valid evaluation criteria for interdisciplinary research;

• To have sufficient SSH representation in the evaluation panels.

Doctoral studies in Europe: excellence in researcher training
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LERU Office  

Minderbroedersstraat 8 tel +32 16 32 99 71  www.leru.org 

B-3000 Leuven  fax +32 16 32 99 68  info@leru.org 

Belgium

LERU publishes its views on research and higher education in several types of publications, including position 

papers, advice papers, briefing papers and notes.

LERU notes are short, timely statements providing concise analysis and specific advice in response to a press-

ing issue related to European research and higher education policies. They are often a product of LERU’s 

standing engagement with certain issues and a result of intensive consultation among experts from the LERU 

universities.   

All LERU publications are freely available at www.leru.org.

LERU Facts and Figures

•  Together LERU member universities account for more than 450,000 students and more than   

50,000 PhD students.

•  Each year about 50,000 master degrees and 11,000 doctorates are awarded at LERU universities.

•  The total research budget of LERU’s members exceeds € 5 billion.

•  About € 1 billion is granted by research councils, while approximately € 1.25 billion comes from contract research.

•  The total sum of research grants from EU projects to LERU universities is approximately € 260 million. 

•  Approximately 20% of ERC grants have been awarded to researchers at LERU universities.

•  More than 225 Nobel Prize and Field Medal winners have studied or worked at LERU universities.

•  50,000 academic staff and 52,000 non-academic staff work at the member institutions (hospital-only staff 

not included).


