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In 2014, the Horizon 2020 Programme started with a budget of €80 billion to 

invest in innovative projects. The aim is to invest in our future, sustainable, and 

inclusive growth and jobs. To achieve this, Horizon 2020 connects research 

and innovation with its emphasis on industrial leadership, excellent science, and 

tackling societal challenges. The goal is to ensure Europe continues to produce 

world-class science. Additionally, it removes barriers to development, making it 

easier for public and private sectors to work together in delivering innovations.

What is the Horizon 2020 Programme?

H2020 Project Spotlight: IPSpine was recently awarded €15 million under 

the Horizon 2020 programme towards researching the solution to chromic 

lower back pain. The huge public-private consortium is comprised of 20 

partners and is coordinated by the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine of Utrecht 

University. At the heart of this project is Professor Marianna Tryfonidou, whose 

expertise, passion and dedication propelled iPSpine towards excellence.
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1. Horizon 2020 - Excellent Science

Horizon 2020 focus areas 

Horizon 2020 is open to everyone and has a broad range of focus areas: 

Excellent Science, Industrial Leadership, and Societal Challenges. Each goal has 

a specific set of grants and tenders connected to it. In this guide, we’ll focus on 

Excellent Science.

Excellent 

Science

ERC  

MSCA (Marie Curie) 

Research Infrastructure

FET Flagships

mainly bottom-up

Industrial 

Leadership

ICT, Nano Materials, 

Biotechnology, 

Manufacturing Space

SME instrument

Risk finance 

mainly top-down

Societal 

Challenges

Health, Food security, 

Energy, Green 

transport, Climate 

action, Inclusive 

societies & Security 

mainly top-down

Horizon 2020
Horizon 2020

Excellent Science pillar consists of four main calls:
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European Research Council (ERC) provides funding for individual researchers to 

pursue promising scientific programmes in a European-wide competitive setting.

Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions provides funding for innovative research training, 

and careers across multiple sectors in an effort to tackle societal challenges.

Research Infrastructure (RIA) subsidizes European research infrastructure in pursuit 

of human capital innovation complementing EU policy and international cooperation.

Future and Emerging Technologies supports collaborative research to extend 

Europe’s capacity for radical innovation across scientific disciplines and emerging 

areas of technology. 



The first question is: “Am I eligible?”. Horizon 2020 calls have different 

types of calls, each with varying requirements. For Research Innovation

Action, Innovation Action and CSA’s (Coordination and support actions), 

all European legal entities are eligible to apply. For these calls, an 

academic partner is required to lead. 

The H2020 RIA calls have a variety of different scopes, in terms of the 

excellent science criteria. Within the Life Sciences industry, the societal 

challenge ‘Health, demographic change and wellbeing’ is the most 

commonly applied (indicated by SC1). For each scope there is an 

additional subdivision in highly specific topics, ranging from addressing 

low vaccine uptakes (SC1-BHC-33-2020) to innovative actions for 

improving urban health and wellbeing – addressing environment, climate 

and socioeconomic factors (SC1-BHC-29-2020).

H2020 RIAs are both highly diverse and complex. Therefore, it is 

essential that you assess the fit of your proposed project with the specific 

challenge and scope of the specific topics within the H2020 RIA calls.

Scope

2. Identifying the Correct Call

It all starts with choosing the correct call. The chance of getting funding 

increases when applying for grants best suited for your research. But how do 

you make sure it’s the right fit? Follow the tips below:

Excellent Science Criteria
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In order to determine whether your project fits the grant, consider the 

following questions : 

• Is the funding offer what you are looking for? 

• Is the budget sufficient to fund your project? 

• Are you able to co-finance the amount of money required for this 

project, and are you allowed to co-finance this in-kind? 

• What are the eligible costs for the grant?

• Can you pay salaries, get equipment and consumables from the grant? 

• Are your overheads eligible for this specific funding opportunity?

Financial Considerations

Knowing the answer to these questions helps you to select the right grant. But 

keep in mind, it can still be a very complex process, influenced by many factors 

– both internal and external to your research. 

Next step: reading the call text the right way

Still unsure and want more information?

Our experts have extensive experience in life sciences and biomedical 

applications and are ready to help you out with every question. 

info@catalyze-group.com

+31 20 723 44 00

catalyze-group.com
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3. Reading the Call Carefully

A call text provides all the information needed to be included in your perfect 

proposal. Reading it properly increases your chances of getting funded. A typical 

RIA/CSA/IA call is carefully built in the same structure throughout the entire Work 

Programme. These are the components you’ll find:

• The Title starts with the tender code, which is unique for this specific tender. 

Ask yourself: ‘does it provide information on which societal challenge or goals 

my tender falls under? Does the title provide me with information on the 

scope of the call?’

• The call text starts with the Specific Challenge which provides more 

information on why the European Commission thinks these research 

proposals are relevant, what problems are present in this field of research and 

which challenges are to be solved by this tender.

• The Scope gives information on how the European Committee would see this 

problem to be solved, which topics should be addressed, or what type of 

activities should be performed. Also described in the scope is information 

about what consortium members should be included or if a collaboration 

should be built with specific organizations or previous funded projects. 

• The Expected Impact describes the envisioned results from the project once 

executed. It provides a more defined description which is to the point and 

more specific compared to the scope description. 

• The Type of Call provides information on what conditions and funding rules 

apply to this specific tender. For example, there is a difference in co-finance 

requirements and consortium requirements between RIA, IA and CSA. 
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“When I started preparing the application, I was not concerned with whether it 

would be granted or not. The most important thing for me was to focus on the 

quality of the project.” 

Professor Marianna Tryonidou (IPSpine – Utrecht University)



4. Building a Winning Consortium

A strong, complementary, and often large consortium that addresses all 

ambitious objectives is key for a winning proposal. This is how you build one:

Most important: start on time! Getting the right people on board is a 

lengthy and challenging process. Establishing a consortium is one thing, 

but managing all partners during the preparation phase and aligning their 

interests into one coherent project plan is more tricky.

Start on time

A strong consortium has the following characteristics:

• Complementary. Each partner should have a unique role and bring in 

a special, required expertise or technology. Combine different roles

and expertises you need to deliver the work and avoid redundancy.

• Interdisciplinary. To tackle outstanding challenges, collaborations

need to connect viewpoints and knowledge. Going beyond a single 

discipline and combining partners from various disciplines is essential.

• Balanced. Think about aspects like geographical spread of the 

partners and balance between profit and non-profit partners. Pay 

attention to the gender balance of key investigators involved. 

• Excellent. A strong consortium brings together the brightest minds in 

their various key disciplines. Therefore, identify the true key opinion 

leaders (KOLs) within your field or topics.

Envision your perfect consortium
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Tips to build a winning consortium
Develop your exceptional plan

Together with this core consortium you want to further draft the scope, 

main objectives and rough outline of the project. In order to maintain a 

clear focus of your project, a basic plan and consensus need to be 

generated. This plan will be your means to bring on board the other key 

players needed to strengthen your project.

Bring in your final partners

Start by building the rest of the consortium from this core, having a clear 

vision on this project. Use your network to approach key players in 

establishing your consortium. 

Establish a core consortium with high excellence

Key Steps: 

1. Bring on board KOLs within a specific field and establish a core 

consortium with them. This is more pragmatic compared to bringing in 

a large consortium on your own. 

2. Have an established expert on board to help pull in other excellent 

parties and boost your profile. 

In short, the key to delivering a high-quality and winning proposal is to ask 

yourself: what do I need to do in order to build a strong consortium and how 

can I coordinate its activities? With a strong consortium in place, the next 

question becomes how do I write a successful proposal? 
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“We took the lead in establishing the scientific members of the consortium 

ourselves because we had very specific ideas for the science and the 

methodologies that needed to be employed.” 

Professor Marianna Tryonidou (IPSpine – Utrecht University)



5. Write a High-Quality Proposal

You and your core consortium are now ready to write a high-quality proposal. 

With these tips you will successfully make it to the finish line:

How do you write down exactly what you mean? First, start each 

paragraph with the conclusion of that idea. Second, following this 

conclusion, focus on writing sentences that support the conclusion only. 

Then apply the same steps to the rest of the proposal to ensure concise 

writing. 

Writing clearly and concisely

Take into account that reviewers must go through a large number of 

proposals. Get straight to the point. Is it necessary to explain a medical 

problem in detail if everybody already knows that cardiovascular diseases 

are deadly? Knowing what to cut out and what to ellaborate on is vital. 

Minimize the time the reviewer spends on reading

Parties providing subsidies have a driving goal behind it and you want to 

make sure your proposal clearly addresses that goal. No matter how 

innovative your idea is or beneficial it may be, if it does not match with the 

scope of the grants tender, you will not be successful. 

Address the topic and the aims of the scope
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Keep in mind that on the day of 

the deadline, portals are often 

overloaded with applications 

resulting in longer uploads. The 

best way to avoid missing your 

deadline is to submit at least 48 

hours before the deadline.
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Submit on time

The application process can become overwhelming. Efforts to align the

proposed work plan may need additional time. Also, additional

documentation may be needed in the project application portal. As an

applicant it is easy to underestimate the time needed for the portal 

preparation and project submission. 

As you can see, there is plenty to take into account. Writing a high-quality 

proposal takes time. And so does choosing the right tender, reading a call text 

and building a consortium. But keep in mind, the rewards are high. They will take 

your projects to the next level. As we always say: get funding, make impact!



6. Funding Granted! What’s Next?

Congratulations! You have been awarded a Horizon 2020 grant. Before you can 

start to work on the project you have to finish the last preparation steps of the 

so-called ‘grant agreement phase’. This phase has to be finished within a strict 

timeframe set out by the European Commission (EC). During the grant 

agreement phase, you have to provide necessary documentation and finish the 

grant agreement document. The grant agreement consists of the formal 

agreements between the EC and the project consortium, the timeline and 

budget of the project and the description of the action. Check our article below 

to find out how to take this last step.

Want to take your proposal to the next level?

Get in touch with on of our consultants. They are ready to help you out with 

every question. Just shoot them a message.

Read and discover how we help companies to secure funding

3 tips for a worry-free H2020 

grant agreement phase  à
€2.3 million for treatment of 

mitochondrial diseases à
Funding for a high-tech 

stroke prevention device à

info@catalyze-group.com

+31 20 723 44 00

catalyze-group.com
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Find your way through 
the jungle of funding

Talk to one of our consultants

FUNDING ADVICE
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