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Foreword

The study aimed to measure applicants’ satisfaction with 
ESF operational procedures, to assess the level of the 
perceived quality of service and to systematically compile 
the applicants’ suggestions on how to improve those 
procedures. 

The report of the survey “ESF Grant Application Procedures 
in Focus: Views and Experiences of Applicants for 
ESF Exploratory Workshops and Research Networking 
Programmes” shows a high level of satisfaction with the 
quality of Call for proposals texts, the information provided 
about how to apply, and the application procedures. 

The report shows also that the applicants are highly satisfied 
with the quality of ESF’s service and with their interaction 
with its staff members. Our priority will be to maintain this 
high level of satisfaction with the quality of operations.

At the same time the report also provides a welcome 
opportunity for the ESF office to consider how to provide 
an even better service. The report contains valuable 
recommendations by respondents on how to improve 
the quality of ESF operations. Some of the suggested 
improvements had already been implemented at the time 
of the survey (notably the improvements in the online 
application system), others are being implemented now. In 
the following pages we reflect further on the lessons learnt 
from the survey and indicate what ESF will undertake in the 
coming months to further improve the level of its services, 
taking into consideration among others the views and 
feedback collected in this survey.

We are very grateful to the applicants who took time out of 
their busy schedules to take part in the survey and share 
their views and experiences with ESF. We hope that with 
the planned actions indicated in the following pages, ESF 
will provide an even better service for the future.

John Marks, ESF Chief Executive 
December 2007

The European Science Foundation strives to constantly improve 
the quality of its operations. In these efforts great importance is 
given to the views and experiences of numerous researchers 
who respond annually to the Call for proposals to the various 
ESF Instruments. Their feedback on ESF procedures and 
the perceived quality of service that ESF offers provides a 
basis on which to assess whether ESF is meeting its clients 
expectations, and to help make adjustments if needed.

In the first year of its Strategic Plan 2006-2010, ESF 
contracted – through a competitive bid – the Gesellschaft 
für Empirische Studien (GES) to carry out an independent 
analysis of the views and experiences of applicants in 
the ESF grant application procedures. The focus of the 
study was on two funding schemes: the ESF Exploratory 
Workshop and the ESF Research Networking Programme. 
It covered the years 2005 and 2006 to avoid surveying again 
the applicants approached in the last study on the Impact 
of ESF Instruments and to take into account major changes 
introduced in the ESF schemes. 

 

The report of the survey is available under: 
www.esf.org/about-us/reviews-evaluation-and-statistics.html



1. Introduction

The study “ESF Grant Application Procedures in Fo-
cus” purposely confined itself to two ESF research 
funding schemes: ESF Exploratory Workshops and 
ESF Research Networking Programmes and co-
vered the years 2005 and 2006. Nevertheless the 
study yielded insights that can be applied to other 
ESF research funding schemes, as the measures 
proposed in the following sections will show.

The scope of the survey was limited to the first three 
steps of the application procedures:
(1) information gathering;
(2) proposal writing and submission; and
(3)  selection of the proposals and feedback to appli-

cants (see Chart 1).

Chart 1: Scope of the survey 

 

The services provided after the grant decision were 
not included in the focus study and the comments 
below remain mainly within scope. They address the 
publicising of the Call for proposals (Section 2), the 
information provided in the Call text and the applica-
tion procedures (Section 3), and the review process 
(Section 4).

Some of the comments and recommendations of 
the respondents relate to the general principles of 
the funding schemes. Currently an ESF internal 
taskforce is reviewing the ESF Exploratory Work-
shops and ESF Research Networking Programmes 
to make suggestions on how to improve the appli-
cation and management procedures. The feedback 
of the applicants is also helpful in this exercise. The 
issues raised in the survey, which will be addressed 
by the taskforce, are commented on in the last sec-
tion of this document (Section 5).

2.  Information about 
the Call for proposals

With its funding instruments ESF aims to attract 
outstanding researchers who will compete on a Eu-
ropean level for funding. This goal can be fulfilled 
only if the Call for proposals reaches the maximum 
number of researchers across Europe and the spe-
cific target group of each instrument. The survey 
indicates that researchers learn about ESF’s Call for 
proposals mainly through the ESF website and from 
colleagues. It shows also that applicants with a prior 
involvement with ESF instruments are most likely to 
actively look for current funding opportunities on the 
ESF website while “newcomers” are most likely to 
be informed about the Call by colleagues. An ana-
lysis of applicants’ data suggests that a previously 
observed increase in the number of proposals (for 
Exploratory Workshops) was due to proposals co-
ming from applicants and workshop participants 
from previous years. Thus a decline in the number 
of proposals may be partly because there are fewer 
newcomers submitting proposals.

In recent years strong efforts have been made to wi-
dely disseminate information on ESF’s Calls for pro-
posals. A leaflet on Calls for proposals is published 
annually to give information on all the funding op-
portunities provided by ESF in the following year. It 
provides summary information about the schemes, 
the time the Call will be open, the deadlines and 
necessary internet links. This Call is published on-
line and in the form of printed leaflets (5,000 copies) 
that are distributed widely throughout the year. In 
this context, it should also be noted that the ESF 
website was redesigned in March 2007 and now 
offers easy access to information about funding op-
portunities.

Those efforts will continue but additional measures 
will be made to spread Call information through exis-
ting channels both at the national and European le-
vel, especially through ESF Member Organisations. 
Box 1 lists concrete measures to be undertaken. 

A great challenge will be to make sure on the one 
hand that ESF reaches new applicants and receives 
excellent proposals but at the same to ensure that 
any increase in the number of proposals remains 
manageable – both by the peer review system (at all 
levels) and by the ESF office – and that the success 
rate is kept at a reasonable level.

Scope of the survey

Information
gathering

Application

Selection

Stages of interaction with Applicants
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BOX 1

Spreading information about ESF funding 
opportunities through existing channels

•  ESF Member Organisations (MOs) play an 
important role in informing researchers about 
funding opportunities in their respective coun-
tries. While some organisations already do 
this effectively, efforts are needed to ensure 
that national research communities are syste-
matically informed via their ESF MOs. The re-
gular meetings of the network of communica-
tion officers from ESF Member Organisations 
will address this issue (The first meeting took 
place in October 2007 in Strasbourg). 

•  In most countries, information about research 
funding from the European Commission is 
spread through national or institutional liaison 
offices based in Brussels. The liaison offices 
have an informal association, IGLO (Informal 
association of Brussels-based non-profit R&D 
Liaison Offices), which facilitates information 
exchange and cooperation between them 
and also organises regular meetings between 
representatives of the national liaison offices. 
The ESF office will present its programme 
portfolio and funding opportunities in its ins-
truments to a plenary meeting of IGLO.

•  Efforts will be made to identify and use infor-
mation channels that are used to disseminate 
information on other funding opportunities at 
a European level. The distribution of the calls 
to European universities through the mailing 
list of the European University Association 
(EUA) will also continue.

3.  Information provided 
in the Call text

Researchers expect Calls for proposals to be com-
prehensive and to provide all necessary information 
about the funding schemes and their objectives, eli-
gibility and assessment criteria and submission pro-
cedures. At the same time they expect a concise 
text which does not take too long to read. For the 
ESF office, the high level of satisfaction with the in-
formation provided in the Call is rewarding. It shows 
that the right balance between comprehensiveness 
and conciseness has been found. The data sug-
gests that the improvement in information provided 
(in the text of Calls for proposals) between 2005 
and 2006 was matched by a higher level of satisfac-
tion by the applicants. Yet respondents pointed out 
some aspects in which they feel that more informa-
tion is needed and they suggested improvements 
which the ESF office will follow up.

BOX 2

Improving the Call for proposals

•  Calls for proposals are published on the ESF 
website and provide links to allow applicants 
to easily access additional information rele-
vant to the application. The responses sug-
gest that the applicants would like to find all 
necessary information in a single document. 
The next Call will be published in both for-
mats (a “browsable” text on the website and 
a single, downloadable document). Care will 
be taken to give the applicants more infor-
mation about the precise questions they are 
expected to answer when they fill in the online 
application form. 

•  “Eligibility criteria” can be defined on two le-
vels: the researcher who is entitled to apply 
and the topic which can be submitted. In the 
case of Exploratory Workshops, a proposal 
cannot be considered if there are other ESF 
activities (Research Networking Programmes) 
on the same topic. This criterion seems to 
have not been clearly understood by some 
applicants as the responses show. The next 
Call will make this clearer and provide access 
to a list of running programmes for the re-
searchers to see if their topic is covered by 
another ESF programme and so assess the 
eligibility of the topic prior to submission.

•  For several aspects, researchers expressed 
the need for more information. The current 
text will be reviewed by asking 3 to 5 external 
researchers to assess how to make the infor-
mation clearer for applicants, especially with 
regard to the following aspects: 

-  The involvement of researchers from non-
ESF countries

-  The “à la carte funding scheme” (see also 
Section 5)

-  Criteria used in proposal assessment

4.  Assessment and 
selection procedures

The survey confirms the often observed fact that 
the perception of and satisfaction with the assess-
ment and selection heavily depend on the outcome. 
Respondents whose proposals are funded are more 
likely to be satisfied with the selection process while 
those whose proposals are rejected are more likely 
to be sceptical of the process (some going so far 
as to question the peer review system). The results 
in this survey are particularly striking. While 90% of 
the respondents who were funded say that they are 
satisfied with the scientific quality assessment, the 
proportion among those not funded account only for 
39%. The corresponding figures for satisfaction with 
the “transparency of reasons for recommendations 
about funding” are 84% and 25% respectively. 
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5.  Other issues related 
to the funding 
schemes’ overhaul 

As stated earlier, an ESF taskforce is currently enga-
ged in a review of the ESF Exploratory Workshops 
and the ESF Research Networking Programmes. 
The work of the taskforce involves comparisons 
with similar and related schemes of partner orga-
nisations (such as COST) and discussions with offi-
cers involved in running the schemes. The taskforce 
will use the feedback from the survey of applicants 
in its work and discuss, among other things, the 
following issues to which some respondents drew 
attention.

The à la carte funding principle

ESF Research Networking Programmes are funded 
by Member Organisations following a recommenda-
tion by ESF based on the review of the proposals. 
The funding is done by Member Organisations on 
a voluntary basis and the criteria they use to de-
cide on the funding are not disclosed to the appli-
cants. Moreover this makes the application process 
too long. The main question here is how to get the 
feedback promptly from national organisations on 
RNPs and if the scheduling of the process can be 
optimised? 

Two-stage application process

A proposition has been made to introduce a two-
stage application procedure. This needs to be loo-
ked into to assess if this would be an improvement 
both in terms of being a lower burden for applicants 
and a more efficient use of resources.

(1) One has to also take into account that the success rate va-
ries across instruments due to their different funding mechanisms. 
Funding for Exploratory Workshops comes from the ESF’s general 
budget. On the other hand, for Research Networking Programmes 
(RNPs), funding is made available by Member Organisations on an 
à la carte basis.

For an organisation which is committed to scienti-
fic excellence there is no alternative to peer review 
as the quality-assurance instrument. On the other 
hand, giving an attentive ear to the customers 
(some of whom have criticised the selection mecha-
nism) means looking beyond a simple explanation of 
their apparent dissatisfaction and analysing carefully 
the comments and views of the respondents to see 
where an improvement of the system is possible. A 
challenge hereby is to design a sound peer review 
mechanism which is at the same time in proportion 
with the size of the grant requested. Box 3 shows 
the aspects that we will take a particular look at.

BOX 3

A look at the Assessment and Selection 
Process

•  One set of criticisms focused on the discre-
pancy between positive ratings of external 
referees and negative funding decisions in 
the final assessment by the ESF Standing 
Committees, an issue the respondents seem 
to associate with low transparency on how 
funding decisions are made. While this is in-
herently related to the scarce funding resour-
ces available (1), providing information on the 
number of proposals received in some areas 
and the distribution of ratings, may help make 
the selection process more transparent. The 
ESF letters to rejected applicants now include 
more information on the overall number of 
proposals received and funded, and on the 
number of proposals funded in the area in 
which the application fell. The letters will be 
revised to also include the number of propo-
sals in the area of the application (i.e. success 
rate by leading unit), to help the applicant 
understand the competitive context in which 
his/her application was dealt with.

•  A recent report of the EUROCORES scheme 
analysed the review process using data from 
the ESF operational database. The analysis 
shows a high response rate by the referees 
and that the target of a minimum number of 
referees was reached. The report recommen-
ded continuous monitoring to detect unwan-
ted developments such as “referee fatigue” 
which would negatively impact on the quality 
of peer review. ESF will continue to monitor 
its peer review process using, among other 
things, statistical analysis of the internal da-
tabase.

The European Science Foundation (ESF) provides a platform for its Member Organisations to advance European 
research and explore new directions for research at the European level. 
Established in 1974 as an independent non-governmental organisation, the ESF currently serves 75 Member 
Organisations across 30 countries.
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