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Success with EU Proposals: 

ERC Grants

(Richard Wheeler)

Please no photos, as presentation contains confidential material.
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ERC Grants

• The highest profile award a researcher in the EU can 

receive.

• Very hard to get, very hard, but will make your career if 

you receive one.  Number of ERC ADV ever received in 

Slovenia: 4.

• Three flavours: ERC Starting, Consolidator, and 

Advanced.

• “In particular, proposals of an interdisciplinary nature, 

which cross the boundaries between different fields of 

research, pioneering proposals addressing new and  

emerging fields of research or proposals introducing 

unconventional, innovative approaches and scientific 

inventions are encouraged.”
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ERC Grants

• Should be curiosity-led; 73% of completed ERC-funded 

projects produced breakthroughs or major scientific 

advances

• Likely to become more and more important after Horizon 

2020

• If your ERC application is not well evaluated (category B or 

C at first stage), you may have to wait one or two years to 

reapply

• An ERC grant will radically change the course of your 

career
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Characteristics

ERC is similar to FET-Open in terms of focus, though the instruments are 

actually very different.  ERC is personal, FET-Open is collaborative.

Long-term vision.  If your research doesn't reach far beyond the immediate 

future, it's not ERC material.

Breakthrough scientific and technological target. If your research idea does 

not contain a clearly identified breakthrough, it's not ERC material.

Novelty. If your proposal tackles the next logical step of an already existing 

concept or proposes a continuation of a previous project, it's not ERC 

material.

Foundational.  If it doesn't envisage a new line of investigation leading to a new 

technology, currently not anticipated, it's not ERC material.

High-risk. If your research methods are not adapted to explore unknown 

territory with potential high risk but also high gain, it's not ERC material.

Inter-disciplinarity.  If you team up only with collaborators from neighbouring 

disciplines or engage in established collaboration patterns, it's not ERC 

material.
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ERC Grants: Starting 

(STG)
• The work that gets you a professorship

• Five years/€1.5M (plus €500K materials) per project

• The Principal Investigator shall have been awarded his/her 

first PhD ≥ 2 and ≤ 7 years and at least one important 

publication as main author or without the participation of 

their PhD supervisor

• Focus on building a new team around the PI’s great ideas 

• Next call deadline likely October 2018
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ERC Grants: Consolidator 

(CONS)
• The work that makes you dominant in the field

• Five years/€2.0M (plus €750K materials) per project

• The Principal Investigator shall have been awarded his/her 

first PhD > 7 and ≤ 12 years and have several important 

publications as main author without the participation of their 

PhD supervisor

• Focus on consolidating a small team into a world leading 

one, led by the PI’s great ideas

• Next call deadline February 2018
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ERC Grants: Advanced (ADV)

• The work that wins you the Nobel Prize or equivalent.

• Next deadline August, 2018

• Not the subject of this talk.  See me after the lecture.  :>)
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Getting Started

• This talk is not for reviewing things already found online, in 

the GFA and call texts, or about good writing techniques

• Read the call materials very thoroughly, and investigate 

previous ERC awards in your field

• Begin developing your big idea

• Begin making images and graphics illustrating your ideas

• Begin understanding your own career narrative, and making 

a list of your weaknesses to be addressed

• Think of who you want to work with, make a list, and begin 

contacting people

• Discuss the grant and your idea with your head of 

department
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Why ERC Grants Fail

I have seen at least 30 ERC grant proposal evaluation 

reports, and every single one failed for the same 

reason.

They were not innovative enough.

Your ERC proposal is going to fail because it is not 

innovative enough.  So we need to discuss new ideas 

and innovation.  Everything else we can probably fix.
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Getting Started

Though it varies, it usually helps if you have at least some 

applied aspect to your research.  In this presentation, we will 

continue with the example from previous lectures.  

Example: you work in machine learning and optimization:  

“Develop quieter turbines…” + machine learning = work 

package in modeling and genetic algorithms for turbofan 

design and optimization…

…now you need partners in turbine engineering and testing.  

ERC grants usually have some external partners, but it is not 

common for them to get much of the budget, as it is a grant 

focused on the PI.
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Ideas…

Is your idea innovative?

If you describe the problem to an expert in your field and ask 

them to think of five ways to overcome it, they should not be 

able to describe your method.

My advice: take your good idea to the smartest people you 

know and discuss it openly and ask for input.

Stand next to geniuses.  Seriously, this works.  Find a genius 

you are afraid of, and then bug them constantly over coffee.
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Ideas…

Having innovative ideas is usually about immersion in your 

field, and exposure to other fields and ideas unrelated to 

yours.

Even in fundamental science, great ideas are usually rooted in 

a problem to solve, so investigate problems that seem 

unrelated to your expertise (“why are turbines noisy? - what 

makes them inefficient?”).

Up your game.  Find people much smarter than yourself; find 

the best people in Europe and visit them.  Be passionate, be 

excited, have high standards.  No, higher than that.
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How Far To Go…

In software engineering and coding, we often think of 

versioning, Version 1.0, 2.0, 3.0.  Here is a thought 

experiment using this idea to help you know how to pitch 

your ideas in an ERC proposal.

Let’s return to the jet engine idea.
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Version 1.0…

“Develop quieter turbines…” + machine learning = project in 

modeling and genetic algorithms for turbofan design and 

optimization…

Version 1.0: use genetic algorithms and deep learning to 

interface with existing design tools and methods to optimize 

existing design parameters and link these with existing 

modeling and evaluation tools.  Test and refine methods and 

approaches.

New solutions to existing and well understood problems.

Result: more or less known in advance, incremental 

science, good article in a journal or conference like SGAI or 

ECML.  Low risk, low chances of project failure.
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Version 2.0…

“Develop quieter turbines…” + machine learning = project 

using advanced methods to create new design tools for the 

design of new engines with advanced properties suggested 

by new AI and ML approaches…

Version 2.0: creation of new design and engineering tools at 

a low level early in the process to create end-to-end 

optimization and engineering specifications for next 

generation engines.

New solutions to existing but not well understood problems.

Result: much less known in advance, less incremental 

science, high risk and possibility of failure throughout the 

project at various points.  Article in best journals or 

conferences like IJCAI.
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Version 3.0…
“Develop quieter turbines…” + machine learning = project 

investigating the very bases of jet propulsion methods at a low 

level using tools and methods not yet imagined…

Version 3.0: investigation of the basic problems with jet engines at 

the level of physics and materials; imagining of radically new 

types of AI and ML that might exist only for the realm of creating 

new types of jet propulsion systems.  (Impossible? SCRAMJET, 

of course this is already known, but is an example of a radical 

rethinking typical of v3.0)

Proposing and developing new questions necessary for the 

fundamentals of the field to advance.

Result: not known in advance, fundamental science, high risk but 

lower probability to fail, as the results will be new questions and 

ideas.  Articles in best journals or conferences like IJCAI, 

possibility for breakthroughs in other fields of science.
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Version 4.0…

Version 4.0: Prototyping and testing the results of 

v3.0
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Jet Engine Turbine v1.0

Complex, turbojet/turbofan compression
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SCRAMJET v3.0

(From Wikipedia) A scramjet (supersonic combusting ramjet) is a 

variant of a ramjet airbreathing jet engine in which combustion 

takes place in supersonic airflow. As in ramjets, a scramjet relies 

on high vehicle speed to compress the incoming air forcefully 

before combustion, but whilst a ramjet decelerates the air to 

subsonic velocities before combustion, the airflow in a scramjet is 

supersonic throughout the entire engine. That allows the 

scramjet to operate efficiently at extremely high speeds.  No 

turbofan.
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Version 3.0…
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Version 3.0…
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Version 3.0…
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ERC and Innovation

Your ERC proposal failed because it was not 

innovative 

enough.

To succeed your proposal must go beyond the realm of

existing research ideas and end in a new scientific field.

A good research project suitable for ERC raises more new 

questions than it answers. 

These new questions seed the creation of new fields in 

research and science.

ERC innovation example: Photographing a black hole 

raises…

lots of new questions.
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Proposal Writing: Impact

Be specific.   Describe why.

Like photographing a grapefruit 

on the surface of the moon.
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Unfolding a Black Hole

But also, light will be severely bent around the event 

horizon; in fact, you will be seeing light that had come

from many directions before skipping around the black 

hole’s edge.  You are seeing multiple viewpoints at once

and will need to unfold the image.

How do you see things from multiple viewpoints at once?
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Unfolding a Black Hole; Cubism?

Brother Picasso
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Unfolding a Black Hole; Rayism?

Ivan Kliun
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Unfolding a Black Hole; Gone Flat

Natalia Goncharova
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Unfolding a Black Hole; Collapsed to Idea

John Dodgson
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Unfolding a Black Hole; Complex Topologies
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Unfolding a Black Hole; Minimal Knot Energy

Is there an optimal way to tie a knot in space, or to embed a more general submanifold? And is 

there a natural way to evolve any knot to an optimal equivalent one, so that we could detect 

whether two knots are really the same?

One approach to such questions is to associate to any geometric knot an energy, and look for 

minimizers or critical points of this energy. If the energy is infinite for immersions which are not 

embeddings, then presumably its gradient flow will prevent self-crossings and preserve knot type. 

One way to get an energy with such an infinite barrier against self-crossings is to think of 

spreading charge along the knot and then consider the electrostatic potential. Such an energy for 

knots was introduced by Ohara and studied by Freedman, He and Wang, who proved it was 

invariant under conformal (Möbius) transformations of the ambient space.
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Photographing a Black Hole

Should we be looking to art, or mathematics, or 

engineering, physics, chemistry, information theory?

So many new questions, many of which may trigger 

advances 

across many fields of human understanding.

The result is not just new answers, but new questions, 

suggestions

for new methods, tools, and ways of thinking that may have to

be taken up by other fields and future generations.
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Photographing a Black Hole

An aside: this illustration is at least partially 

dependent upon the assumption that information 

cannot escape the black hole, but this may not be 

true; since making these slides, a new way of 

photographing a black hole may have emerged: 

imaging the Hawking radiation emitted from black 

holes coupled through arrays of traversable 

wormholes (example https://goo.gl/uWDLME).
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How to Innovate and Have Good 

Ideas

• Now that we know what the goals are, how innovative you 

need to be, the questions remains how to get good ideas.

• I have asked a number of well known scientists, and 

compiled their responses.

• First, what the experts say…
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How to Innovate and Have Good 

Ideas
James Webb Young, from A Technique for Producing 

Ideas:

1. Gather raw material, and don't shy away from any subject 

field.

2. Digest the material, looking at it in every possible way.

3. Step away from the task at hand. Here, he stresses the 

importance of making "no effort of a direct nature."

4. Let your idea return to you organically. "Out of nowhere 

the Idea will appear," he writes.

5. Bring your idea into the real world, and develop it based 

on feedback. Young calls this stage "the cold, gray dawn 

of the morning after."
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How to Innovate and Have Good 

Ideas

It seems likely that different people have different natural 

processes for being creative and thinking of great new 

ideas.

An example, courtesy of Igor Musevic.
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How to Innovate and Have Good 

Ideas
Igor kept records of each idea he got, so has records of his 

own good ideas since 2004. Being an experimental physicist, he 

made an analysis of these records to identify what might trigger 

good ideas.  A summary…

• There is a certain period in a lifetime when there is strong 

creativity.

• Most of the good ideas happened at conferences (10 times more), 

especially the “wrong” conferences, that were outside of his field. 

• “Wrong” experiments and thinking perpendicularly often helped.

• There are good places in the world where his creativity was 

enhanced: San Francisco, and Jeju island in South Korea. 

• Science fiction movies notably enhanced his creativity. Also 

shaving.

• Similar good ideas tend to emerge simultaneously across the 

population.
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Is there a coincidence with conferences?
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IDEAS BY PLACE OF ORIGIN
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On the importance of place.

Inspiration will not come to you, you must go to it.  

Where is your inspiration? 

Story: Ásmundur Sveinsson Museum in 

Reykjavik, Iceland

What Works: Find Your 

Space…
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Find Your Space.

“I love my job and love coming here 

to work…”
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Find Your Space.

“…because this building makes me 

smarter…”
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Find Your Space.

“…this building makes me a better 

person.”
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Find Your Space.

Think about what it means…
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Find Your Space.

…that a building makes you a 

smarter,  better person.
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Bad 

ideas.

Good 

ideas.
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Find your space that 

makes you a smarter, 

better person, and good 

ideas may find you.
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How to Innovate and Have Good 

Ideas

What also 

works?
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• I cannot stress this enough: working with clever 

people will make you clever. Working with stupid 

people will make you stupid.  

• Find great people and stand next to them.  

Literally. Find someone you respect, someone you 

want to impress, someone you are scared of.

• Mentors can be younger or older.

• As in jazz, always work with people much better 

than yourself.

What Works: Mentors…
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• Meet new people and find people you want to work 

with.  Be enthusiastic, find things you are positive 

about.

• Think big. 

• Never stop learning.  Have high standards.  Be 

uncompromising.  Demand to do what you really 

love.

• Sleep.  Sleep whenever you want as much as you 

want, but work whenever you are awake.   :>)

What Works: Opinions…
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• History is made by those who turn up and are in 

the right place at the right time.  This is usually 

called luck. Figure that out.

• Have a go. The more you try, and the diversity of 

things you try, the more you will succeed. Combine 

things. Story: WHO, EU Working Group on 

Teledemocracy.

What Works: Opinions…
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• Explore the edges of fields through studying, 

visiting new places and labs.

• Immerse yourself across fields: every day I get 

newsfeeds on AI and ML, new businesses, politics, 

architecture and design, mathematics, physics and 

materials, Nature, art and literature, logistics, 

literature, philosophy and theology…

• Identify your creative activities (might be reading, 

art, swimming, good wine…)

What Works: Opinions…
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Find things that are likely to make you a better 

thinker. 

Example for me – literature.  Literature makes you 

more literate and a better, more creative, more agile 

thinker (for example: Nabakov, Camus, Canetti, 

Dostoyevsky, Genet, St. Exupery, Wells, Orwell, 

Vonnegut, Huysmans, PK Dick, Grass, Hesse, Levy, 

Angelou, …)

What Works: Opinions…
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From Peter Ross: 

“I don't think there are universally applicable tips; what works for 

one person doesn't necessarily work for another. Some thrive 

on stress and hard work; others don't. Klaus Roth (a Fields 

medallist) told me that he was convinced that a person could do 

no more than four hours of really good mathematical work per 

day, and advised spending the rest of the day doing other 

things: music, admin, non-creative parts of teaching, reading, 

etc. I also think that if you want to be creative, you can actually 

learn it by studying, especially in areas such as maths where 

there is so much creativity and so enormously many varied 

techniques and methods.  Being creative: does it help to have a 

sense of humour?  Think of the people you know who you 

regard as notably creative: what characteristics do they have?”

What Works: Opinions…



JSI Internal, 2017

From Jean-Marie Dubois: 

“It is difficult for me to answer such a profound question. Why this idea, and 

not this one? First, because few people have ideas of their own, and second, 

because as Louis Pasteur used to say, chance favours only prepared minds. 

And for me, to prepare his mind is a question of culture and therefore 

curiosity. Einstein said that he had no talent, except that he was curious of 

everything. Science nowadays is organised in such a way that there is no 

time for curiosity. Young scientists have to add one or two points to an 

already existing curve, and they like to show off like a chicken when they find 

a small polished stone in the stream of their predecessors. 

Time should be given to young scientists, especially to young lecturers, to 

think and look at few stupid ideas. Shechtman, Nobel prize winner, says that 

in his country, Israel, it is admitted that one needs 1000 ideas, to have a 

brilliant one.”

What Works: Opinions…
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From Jean-Marie Dubois: 

“This brings us a bit far from your question, but since it is a personal 

question, I had 1.5 years in Cambridge to do nothing except my commitment 

to dine once a week at the high table. Therefore, I could read quite a few 

books on topology, catastrophe theory, differential equations, etc. which were 

of no value for my job, but relaxed my mind. And with this I got some 

preparation to understand theoreticians who blossomed when quasicrystals 

were discovered few years later. As an indirect consequence, I was the first 

who published an experimental verification of the six dimensional 

crystallography of a quasicrystal.

In brief to answer your question: read, listen, visit, go to museums, chat with 

colleagues, in and outside your field, and never confine yourself to one single 

special field. And of course, teach to answer the nasty questions of your 

students, and sometimes, of your friends. This also helps to refresh one's 

mind.”

What Works: Opinions…
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From Jean-Marie Dubois: 

“Great ideas are mandatory, but they must be conveyed to one's 

contemporaries' minds. Something that is too early, or too complicated 

because people cannot understand (either due to their lack of knowledge 

or because it is not clear enough) is useless. Georges Brassens, the most 

famous contemporary French singer (according to my taste) says in one of 

his songs: "Un don sans technique n'est rien qu'une sale manie" (a gift 

without technique is nothing else than a bad habit). It is important to stress 

how much the presentation and its clarity matter on top of the genius 

ideas.”

What Works: Opinions…
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From Jean-Paul Brasselet: 

“Of course it is necessary to be curious, open-minded, ready to see and 

consider  “out of the ordinary” things which are inside “ordinary”.  Maybe, 

for some people, inspiration comes with an overworked brain. However, I 

think that new ideas, inspiration comes in a quiet, peaceful state of mind.

Here, in Japan, I got new, original ideas… in onsens. To be in hurry is not 

good for inspiration, and onsens are excellent for that: being relax, not as 

in zen, but another way.  I have to recognize that I had also some (few) 

“zen” experiences and that these were not immediately fruitful. But zen 

helps to put ideas in good place and opens the door for discovery of new 

theories, for example. Ideas do not come alone, they are fruit of the brain 

produced by comparison, by analogy of different inputs. The magic 

sentence (at least in maths) is “That makes me think about….”. The most 

the inputs are different, nicer is the idea. Of course that does not work 

each time, you need to be patient to catch a fish and to let the fish coming 

to you, no hurry…”

What Works: Opinions…
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From Jean-Paul Brasselet: 

“I do not say that the brain should be “well ordered” in a too much tidy way. 

If too much ordered, you cannot see analogies and you miss inspiration. 

Disorder is good! 

Inspiration comes in visiting museums, attending a lecture, a conference, 

reading books, discussing with colleagues, with people in general. Always 

being curious. One of the reasons I am reluctant to new ways of 

publications (internet articles) and I enjoy written journals is that many 

times searching for a paper in a scientific journal in a library, I was 

attracted by another paper before or after the one I wanted to see. Several 

times such “non searched paper” gave me new ideas, in particular one of 

them was one of my most famous discovery.

Yesterday I was in onsen in Kirishima, near Kagoshima, that time, no new 

inspiration, no new discovery but peaceful and relax.”

What Works: Opinions…
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An Onsen…



JSI Internal, 2017

• Sometimes you need to make a leap of faith or realization 

about your assumptions. Example: the age of artificial 

intelligence is actually coming to an end, while the age of 

machine intelligence, which we know almost nothing about, 

is just about to begin.  What would my work look like in this 

new age and paradigm?  What can we know about it that is 

likely – what assumptions?

• Radically altering assumptions leads to good thought 

experiments.

What Works: 

Assumptions…
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What Works: Thought 

Experiments
• Try to formulate thought experiments that carry your 

field and its assumptions to the edges of rationality.  Try 

to think in metaphors and comparisons.  Follow trends 

to their natural end points and look for intersections 

with other trends and ideas.

• An example: the end of AI.  Most artificial intelligence is 

based on biomimetics, getting machines to do what 

humans do.  Many people say this is the only way 

possible because it is the only intelligence we know, 

and nature evolved neural networks and CNSs for 

sensing, and it is all we can reason from.  But is that 

true?
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Create Thought Experiments

As a metaphor, let’s think not of 

reasoning, but of locomotion – of going 

really fast.
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Create Thought Experiments

Inspiration from 

nature.
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Create Thought Experiments

Resulting 

machine.
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Create Thought Experiments

Why wasn’t biomimetics enough? Because we 

learned early on that go-fast machines want 

wheels, it’s their natural preference.  

The machines are not like us.
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Create Thought Experiments

So one thought experiment might be about wheels 

versus legs.  

Animals have legs, and we have no natural examples of 

wheels.  But we discovered that machines do not want 

legs, they want wheels.  We abandoned biomimetics

because machines prefer wheels even if nature does not.  

Now, applying this metaphor to artificial intelligence: what 

is the wheel of reasoning for machines?  Probably not 

neural networks.

What might it be made of, based on what principles? 

Wheels want roads.  What does the wheel of reasoning

want?
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Questions?
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Let’s look at an ERC proposal that is well formed and 

identify some of the things that were done right.

Thanks to our guest for allowing her ERC STG to go 

under the, *ahem*, microscope.

Sections of the Proposal
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The abstract needs to clearly draw the reviewer in and create a 

narrative that shows why the project is useful, innovative, and 

makes great sense.

Abstract
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B1 Section A -

Extended 

Synopsis is 

limited to five 

pages; this is 

where you hook 

the reviewer on 

the idea, and 

offer just enough 

details to prove 

its usefulness 

and plausibility.  

Describe WHY, 

WHAT, and a 

very small bit of 

HOW, WHEN, 

and WHO.

Section B1
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Section B1

Identify possible weaknesses that a reviewer might 

find, and address these directly throughout the 

proposal’s sections.  Remember, these are not 

necessarily actual weaknesses, they only need to be 

possibly perceived weaknesses by the reviewers. 
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Weaknesses, Strengths

How to turn weaknesses into strengths?

• EU projects fund overcoming limitations, both in the SOTA 

of a field and in its personnel, teams, and research 

landscape.

• Identify weaknesses and have a clear plan for each.

• Weakness = lack of management experience; Strength = 

clear, comprehensive plan to learn and apply 

management skills through courses, mentoring, regular 

meetings and feedback, and complementary training.

• Weakness = x.  Strength = clear, ambitious plan to 

overcome x.
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Link challenges in the field to limitations in the SOTA, and 

then formulate these directly as project innovations and 

objectives.

Section B1

Weakness: possible perception of low innovation
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Link challenges in the field to limitations in the SOTA, and 

then formulate these directly as project innovations and 

objectives.

Section B1



JSI Internal, 2017

Objectives specify what you will do, methodology explains 

how.  In B1 keep the methodology focused and short, and 

linked directly to the outcomes/objectives.  Case studies 

illustrate methodology.

Section B1

Weakness: 

use cases

Weakness: 

too much 

equipment
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Methodology should end with a section about verification and 

measurement of results; quantify. Provide key performance 

indicators and desired outputs/level of innovation.

Section B1

Weakness: too narrow application – how will it expand its reach and 

impact?
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End with a presentation of the practical details: who and 

when. Show a strong command of the planning and impacts.

Section B1

Weakness: 

international 

engagement

Weakness: 

not enough 

managemen

t experience
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Identify 

weaknesses and 

develop a strategy 

for compensating 

for them. Remove 

anything in the CV 

that makes you 

look “small”. 

Remove all 

negative words 

and phrases, do 

not highlight weak 

spots unless you 

can turn them into 

strengths.

Section B1: CV
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Create a career 

narrative and 

structure the 

whole CV to tell 

only that story. 

Combine weak 

sections to 

project them as 

strengths.

Section B1: CV

Weakness: 

collaborations, 

position in field
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Always 

simplify 

negatives or 

anything 

that may 

raise 

negative 

associations

.

Section B1: CV

Career development plan is where you create the narrative, 

and stick to it. Everything points to the project; no 

distractions. If smart, you can use this section to address 

weaknesses very well!

Weakness: 

career 

progression
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CDP ends 

with 

weaknesses/

knowledge 

gaps to be 

addressed, 

and how the 

project fulfils 

the PI’s 

career 

development 

needs.

Section B1: CV

Weakness: vision for field

CV section ends with a vision for the field at five and ten 

years!
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Section B1: CV

Above: establishing authority in the field; all are directly 

related to the proposal.  Create new CV sections as 

needed.
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Section B1: CV

Above: establishing authority, leadership, engagement 

with the community, dedication to the topic of the 

proposal. 

No distractions, common narrative.
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Section B1: CV

Wow.  This CV makes it seem like the researcher only 

has one love in their life, and it is exactly the topic of this 

proposal.  Everything they have done in their career has 

been leading to only this one great work.

:>)
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Section B1 and B2

Section B1: inspire, communicate, project positivity, show 

awareness of the field and community needs, be ambitious, 

open, and excited about your great ideas.

Section B2: be scientifically hard-core. Explain why what 

you propose is difficult. B2 is for experts in your field, do 

not speak down to them; put them in awe of your scientific 

ambition and thoroughness.
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Situate the methodology or use cases.

Section B2
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Be specific.

Section B2
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Use images to convey things that cannot be easily 

described.

Section B2
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Identify and clearly state your breakthroughs.  This 

is usually not done correctly!

Section B2
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Methodology 

should be so 

clear and 

detailed 

someone 

else could 

then do your 

project.

Section B2

Explicit 

innovations, 

risks, and KPIs 

for each task!

B2: be 

hard-core 

on the 

science
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Don’t forget 

management, 

dissemination, 

team building, 

planning, outreach, 

knowledge 

transfer, especially 

if these might be 

seen as 

weaknesses

Section B2
Weakness: 

collaborations, 

international 

presence
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Be organized, clear, 

direct, and thorough.  

Never prove anything 

more than once.

Section B2
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Say specifically who, and explain how you will build and 

manage the team and the project. Name names, and say 

who is being paid by the project and who not.

Section B2
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Say specifically who, and explain how you will build and 

manage the team and the project. Name names, and say 

who is being paid by the project and who not.

Section B2
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Getting Started: Checklist
What you need to prepare:

1. Read everything online about ERC STG or CONS

2. Name and create an acronym for your project

3. Start an entry in the online submission system and download the templates

4. Write a one page abstract that is perfect

5. Write half a page about you and your career, including where you are now, where you want to be, what skills 

are strongest, what weakest, and how the project will help you progress from where you are to the position 

and abilities you need

6. Write exactly one perfect page about the research you propose

7. Now, assume that the research in (6) succeeded; write another page for a new project proposing advanced 

research building on (6)

8. Write half a page on how you would want your field to develop in the long term, five years, 15 years

9. Combine the last half of (6) above, all of (7), and most of (8) into a one page research plan

10. Make a Gantt chart or other image showing the phases of your proposed project

11. Start a folder of images that make your research ambitions clearer

12. Make a list of four or five people you will need to work with

13. Make a list of three or four external people you would like to visit abroad and work with for a short period like 

a week or a month

14. Prepare your CV into the template provided, find a photograph or yourself looking like the person you want 

to be after the ERC is completed

15. Make a list of complementary skills you lack and need to develop

16. Make a list of all of the activities you have done that can be named (“worked at a horse farm”, “gave a talk to 

children about nature at a local church”) whether directly related to your work or not; include anything that 

shows ambition, compassion, involvement, awareness, leadership, self-reliance

17. Meet with your supervisor and other senior academics and discuss your ideas and ask them what might you 

be missing, what might come afterwards, what might be more exciting, useful, innovative, advanced, original
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Tips, For What They are 

Worth.• Write your ERC as the person you want to be, not the 

person you are now.  Assume the voice of the person you 

will become.

• Use the proposal to describe transitions: toward radical 

innovations in your field, toward your own personal career 

development, towards the EU developing leadership 

through your group. 

• Make your research seem vitally important and utterly 

inevitable.

• Innovation is where you will fail. Wait until you have a 

great idea that cannot wait to tell itself, and then find great, 

inspiring people to work with.

• Identify why your proposed research is hard and risky.

• Spend six months on ideas, and a month on writing. 

• Always ask for the maximum amount of funding.
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Tips, For What They are 

Worth.

• Use work packages and other formalisms if you think your 

profile as a manager or leader might be weak. Show 

process.

• Have colleagues read the proposal and get as much input 

as possible.  Find critical people.  There aren’t many, 

actually.

• Make lists of your strengths and more importantly, your 

weaknesses.  Turn weaknesses into strengths, and show 

the process by which the project will help fill expertise and 

career development gaps. Remember that like H2020 

Individual Fellowships, the ERC grant, partially, is not for 

you as you are now, but for the scientist you will become.
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Questions?
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Conclusion

Thanks to JSI! 

Contact: Richard Wheeler 

rw@edinburghscientific.com

mailto:rw@edinburghscientific.com

