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The ERC’s Impact on the Grantees’ Research and Careers 

(Executive summary of EURECIA’s work package 4 report) 

1. Aims and approach 
The aims of WP4 were (a) to develop a methodology that can identify the impact of 

ERC grants on the content of grantees’ research and on their careers, and (b) to apply 

this methodology in an observation of the initial state, i.e. the situation at the moment 

at which grants were received. 

We conducted interviews with grantees of the starting investigator scheme (18) and 

the advanced investigator scheme (14) as well as non-funded applicants to the starting 

investigator scheme who passed the quality threshold (4) and researchers in a compa-

rable career situation who did not apply for ERC funding (4). Interviewees from all 

three ERC Panels were selected. The selection of countries followed the general 

EURECIA strategy, which included Austria, Switzerland, Germany, France, Italy, the 

Netherlands and the UK.  

The interviews with researchers focused on the interviewees’ research biography and 

the emergence of the project submitted to the ERC (the current projects of non-

applicants). In a second part of the interview, research conditions and the factors influ-

encing them were discussed. The interviews were analysed using qualitative content 

analysis. We are confident that we do not just report what interviewees told us but 

were able to conduct an independent analysis (see the short note on methodology at 

the end of this summary).  

2. Main findings 
The ERC grants had an impact on the research of grantees and, potentially, of their 

communities, by  

- funding scientific innovations, which we defined as research findings that affect the 

research practices of a large number of researchers in one or more fields (i.e. choices of 

problems, methods or empirical objects); and 

- funding research that would otherwise not be funded, or would at least have been 

difficult to fund from other sources. 
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Several of the projects we investigated fall into both categories. However, there is no 

unambiguous link between the innovative character of research and funding require-

ments, which is why we distinguish between the two perspectives.  

2.1 Properties of ERC-funded research 

Innovations and ‘big questions’ 

An important aspect of the relationship between research and the state of the art of a 

scientific community is its innovative character. We empirically categorized the fund-

ed research’s impact on the knowledge production of researchers’ scientific communi-

ties. The research could be categorized as planned innovations, planned answers to 

‘big questions’, and the exploitation of recent discoveries.  

Planned innovations 

We defined innovations as research findings that affect the research practices of a large 

number of researchers in one or more fields (i.e. choices of problems, methods or em-

pirical objects). About half of the grantees we interviewed planned such innovations 

and promised them in the grant proposal. Planned innovations included the develop-

ment of new methods which, when applicable, will provide new research opportunities 

to many members of the community. A second type of planned innovation, which oc-

curs across all discipline groups, promises to significantly enhance the empirical basis of a 

community’s research by providing access to new empirical objects that will become cen-

tral to the community’s research. Similar to the development of new broadly applica-

ble methods, the provision of new empirical objects opens up new research opportuni-

ties for a community. A third type aimed at general explanations which, once achieved, 

will alter the community’s understanding of its empirical objects. Examples would 

include the search for a mechanism that influences protein biosynthesis or for general 

patterns of plant adaptation. 

Answers to ‘big questions’ 

Answers to ‘big questions’ are characteristic for the social sciences and humanities. A 

typical ‘big question’ is more general than a common research question of the social 

sciences and humanities and needs to be answered on an exceptionally broad theo-

retical, methodological or empirical basis. Researchers would, for example, study a 

major society-shaping historical process by incorporating all available sources across 

languages, locations, and types of sources for the relevant period of time. Three 

grantees and one unsuccessful applicant had designed research projects that ad-

dressed such big questions of their respective fields.  

Recent discoveries 

Several projects planned to exploit recent innovations. These recent innovations were 

serendipitous discoveries. Naturally, innovations of this type cannot be aimed for with 

ERC grants (or any other grants). Serendipitous discoveries occur in the course of re-
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search without being anticipated at the beginning of a project. They result from unex-

pected observations during experiments, or they emerge as ideas triggered by the cur-

rent research. Serendipitous discoveries are innovations if they affect research practices 

of a large number of researchers from a field. Three ERC grantees exploit their recent 

serendipitous discoveries (two discoveries of effects and one discovery of a new em-

pirical object), which meet the definition of an innovation.  

Excellent research 

We distinguish innovations and answers to ‘big questions’ as exceptional research 

from ‘merely’ excellent research. While promising important results, excellent research 

is unlikely to have the community-level effects described for the other types because 

they provide fewer new research opportunities for others. ERC projects not containing 

innovations or answers to big questions can be expected to be excellent research be-

cause of the highly selective peer review they passed.  

For many of these projects ERC funding was still essential. This is an important find-

ing because it indicates that normal grant funding is not only insufficient for certain 

types of exceptional research but also for excellent research on topics that were cru-

cial for the progress of one or more fields. However, there are also cases of the ERC 

just funding excellent researchers who are also funded well enough from other 

sources. 

Relationship of ERC research to the mainstream 

An ERC research project can also be characterised in terms of the project’s position vis-

a-vis the community’s mainstream. In our analysis, we identified four different types 

of deviation from a community’s mainstream which we describe below. 

Contradicting the majority opinion 

Several projects contradicted the majority opinion, either by attempting something the 

community considers impossible or by addressing problems that were considered as 

irrelevant by the community.  

Addressing a community’s blind spots 

Another version of non-mainstream research addresses a community’s ‘blind spot’ 

by doing something that does not at all contradict any majority opinion but has not 

yet been done because nobody else seems to have thought of it.  

Applying non-mainstream approaches or methods to mainstream problems  

A third non-mainstream relationship occurs when projects apply non-mainstream 

approaches or methods to mainstream problems.  

Linking previously separate communities 

Finally, non-mainstream research includes attempts to link communities that have no 

previous epistemic connections. Such links are created by combining approaches 
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from two communities in one experiment, or by demonstrating the relevance of one 

community’s empirical object to the research of the other community.  

Combinations of the above 

These versions of non-mainstream research are not mutually exclusive. The link be-

tween two communities may be a blind spot for both, the application of non-

mainstream methods to mainstream problems may contradict the majority opinion, 

and so on. Several of the investigated projects fell into more than one category of 

non-mainstream research including one that fell into all four. 

‘Local’ properties of the research 

In addition to its relationships to the field, the research of our interviewees also has ‘lo-

cal’ properties, i.e. properties that characterise the individual research process.  

In our empirical investigation we found that in some cases there were indivisible re-

source requirements, i.e. necessary conditions that cannot be created partly but are met 

either fully or not at all. We found three types of such indivisible resource require-

ments, namely the need for complex task-specific equipment, the need for complex 

task-specific approaches, and a long ‘Eigentime’ of the research. Two further important 

properties are the strategic and technical uncertainties inherent to research. 

Complex task-specific equipment  

The need for complex task-specific equipment for specific experiments occurred in 

four projects. In each case, the generation or observation of empirical objects required a 

complicated large instrument or the integration of several instruments into a task-

specific experimental system. Interestingly, all such requirements refer to projects from 

the Physical Sciences and Engineering. The equipment for life sciences research was of-

ten more universal and more modular, and thus could be accumulated by standard 

grants and utilised across projects.  

Complex task-specific approaches 

In the social sciences and humanities we observed an equivalent to the need for com-

plex task-specific equipment in the natural sciences. In these projects, complex task-

specific approaches took the form of the integration of different approaches in an ‘in-

terdisciplinary’ group, in which the joint work on a common subject matter requires 

the co-presence of researchers mastering these approaches during the whole time of 

the project. ‘Interdisciplinary’ is meant here in the weakest possible sense and may in-

clude the mastery of different languages or the familiarity with different types of 

sources.  

This co-presence requirement can be traced to the central role of the human mind in 

the selection and interpretation of empirical evidence. Approaches in the social scienc-

es and humanities are often holistic. This is why collaborative designs that define se-

quential, sub-task specific contributions of collaborators who may be separated in 

space are not applicable.  
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Long ‘Eigentime’ 

The ‘Eigentime’ of a research process is defined by material properties of empirical ob-

jects and research technologies, for example growth and reproduction cycles of biolog-

ical objects. In our analysis, we found one example for an unusually long ‘Eigentime’, 

namely a project that included the observation of a biological process that takes years 

and required an observation time of at least three years.  

A specific epistemic property of some research processes, which we assume to be an 

equivalent of ‘Eigentime’ in the humanities and non-empirical sciences, is the need for 

uninterrupted research time. All knowledge about the research object must be con-

stantly kept and actualised in the mind of the researcher, which makes it extremely dif-

ficult to enter the necessary ‘research mode’. In more technical terms, the properties of 

the human mind as the major research tool create the necessity to constantly ‘run’ - en-

gage in research - without interruption by other tasks, because each interruption re-

quires a major recalibration.  

Strategic uncertainty  

An important and very consequential epistemic property of research is its uncertainty. 

Strategic uncertainty is the uncertainty concerning the existence of an outcome. Effects 

might either not exist at all or not be observable with the current experimental setting. 

Attempts to generalise effects might fail because what has been found is idiosyncratic. 

This kind of strategic uncertainty we found in seven projects, all of them from the nat-

ural sciences. 

There were also cases of high strategic uncertainty where it was already clear at the 

time of the interview (about three years into the project) that the hoped-for effects did 

not exist and the most ambitious aims of the projects could not be achieved.  

Technical uncertainty 

Technical uncertainty refers to the lack of knowledge about the way in which a certain 

goal can be achieved. The building of experiments might include a lot of trial-and-

error manipulation of equipment before the intended effects can be achieved. Stages of 

experiments might fail, either because the outcome is partly random or because the 

experimental conditions cannot be fully controlled. The equivalent in the social scienc-

es and humanities is a situation in which data that are necessary for answering the 

question cannot be found in time. We identified a significant technical uncertainty in 

11 projects. One of them belonged to the social sciences and humanities, where tech-

nical uncertainy emerged from the possibility that the sources would not yield enough 

information to answer the question. But even in this particular case the interviewee’s 

understanding of failure was to produce different and maybe worse results than in-

tended. None of the projects in the social sciences and humanities could fail complete-

ly. 

 

Not all of the investigated projects were strategically or technically uncertain. The 

question we asked all interviewees – “In what ways could your project fail?” - was in 
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some cases answered by unambiguous statements to the effect that the project could 

not fail. In other cases, no unusual risk was described. The following conversation 

clearly demonstrates that the interviewee does not think of his project as risky. Anoth-

er interviewee clearly denied that there is any uncertainty involved in her project.  

It is important to note that the ERC already with its first round triggered adaptive be-

haviour. For at least some grantees, the common response to a funding opportunity - 

writing what they think the funding agency wants to read – involved framing their 

projects as more risky than they were, or writing about risk although this would not 

have come to their minds without the ERC asking about it. 

2.2 Funding requirements of projects and funding opportunities pro-

vided by the ERC 

The causal link between ERC grants and the properties of projects described in the 

previous section can be established by demonstrating that the ERC grants were neces-

sary to fund the research. A first link can be established if the ERC grant is the only 

source of funding for the researchers conducting the innovative research, which was 

the case for most interviewees from the social sciences and humanities. A second link 

can be established if the ERC grant has unique properties that match requirements of 

the research. The properties of the research described in the previous section create re-

quirements that must be met by the funding for the research to be conducted with 

some chances of success. These conditions for project success, namely high amounts 

and flexibility of funding, the duration of funding, and the funding of unconventional 

and risky projects, are not easily met by the grantees’ common sources of funding. 

Figure 1 shows the links between epistemic properties, conditions for success, and 

properties of ERC grants, which we now discuss in more detail. 

As we already mentioned, scientific innovations are defined by their impact on the 

field, and therefore do not necessarily have exceptional funding requirements. This is 

why the property of being an innovation is not included in figure 1. However, most of 

the innovations also showed one of the properties that do require exceptional funding 

conditions, and are therefore prominent in the following discussion.  
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Figure 1  Links between properties of research, conditions for project success, and properties of 

ERC grants 

Epistemic properties of 

research

Conditions for project 

success
Properties of ERC grants

High technical uncertainty

Long Eigentime

Complex task-specific 

equipment

Complex task-specific 

approaches

High amount of funding 

Flexible use of funding  

Long duration of funding

Funding of unconventional 

and risky projects

€ 2...3.5 milion

No size of budget proportions 

prescribed

Five years of funding 

Explicit invitation to submit 

risky and unconventional 

projects

High strategic uncertainty

Non-mainstream

  

Causally attributing the projects with specific epistemic properties to the ERC funding 

requires establishing that no alternative source would have provided this funding. Ta-

ble 1 illustrates that, at least from the perspective of many grantees, this was indeed the 

case. ‘Objectively’ establishing that no alternative existed would require a systematic 

investigation and comparison of all relevant national funding schemes, which was be-

yond the scope of our project. We did, however, ask grantees of their perception of 

funding opportunities that would have provided an alternative to ERC grants. Addi-

tionally, we investigated the responses to the rejection of ERC grant proposals of four 

applicants who passed the quality threshold but did not receive funding. Three of 

them tried to conduct the project submitted to the ERC. Of these three, one obtained 

most of the necessary resources from recurrent funding of his (non-university) re-

search institute, which made it possible to fund the project from common funding 

schemes. A second researcher received the equivalent of ERC funding from an external 

funding source that rewarded all applicants who passed the quality threshold but 

were not funded by the ERC. The third researcher obtained funding from national 

sources and worked on the ERC topic with less than half the personnel, about half the 

equipment, and at a much slower pace. 

Only three of our interviewees assumed that there was a funding opportunity for their 

research which is equivalent to the ERC grant. In all other cases, alternative funding 

was deemed impossible, possible only for a changed project, or possible only with the 

combination of several grants from different sources.  
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Table 3  Alternative funding opportunities for the ERC project as perceived by grantees and 

non-funded applicants (numbers of cases in brackets, cases where fully equivalent grants were 

assumed to exist are written in italics)  

Country Starting Grantees Advanced Grantees 

LS PSE SSH LS PSE SSH 

NL Combination 

of several 

grants (2) 

Vici grant1 (1) 

Combination 

of several 

grants (1) 

None (2) Combination of 

several grants (1) 

Combination 

of several 

grants (1) 

None 

(1) 

D2 None for the 

risky part and 

DFG for the 

other part (1) 

None (1) Emmy 

Noether 

grant (1) 

 

Reinhart Kosselek 

grant fort the risky 

part and DFG for 

the other parts 

Combination 

of several 

grants (3) 

None 

(1) 

UK3 None for the 

risky part and 

BBSRC for the 

other part (1) 

EPSRC (1) 

EPSRC for 

the risky part 

and none for 

the other 

parts (1) 

None (1)   None 

(1) 

CH4 None (1) 

 

None (1)  None (1) None (1)  

IT5 None (1) ? (1)   None (1) ? (1) 

F Combination 

of several 

grants (1) 

 none (1)    

AT Combination 

of several 

grants (1) 

 START 

grant6 (1) 

   

 

                                                 
1 Vici grants are awarded to researchers between eight and 15 years after their PhD. The maximum amount is 1.5 

million Euros, the duration is five years.  
2 In Germany, the DFG (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) is the most important public funding agency for uni-

versity research with many different funding schemes. These include the Emmy Noether funding programme, which 

enables young researchers (two to four years after their PhD) to build their own research groups. Funding is for five 

years with no formal limit to the amount. The Reinhart Kosselek funding programme funds researchers with out-

standing scientific achievements (usually university professors) for five years, the maximum amount is 1.25 million 

Euros. About two researchers are funded per year. 
3 The BBSRC is the UK’s Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council. The EPSRC is the UK’s En-

gineering and Physical Sciences Research Council. 
4 All Swiss grantees stated that they would have reduced their project and tried to receive funding from the Swiss 

National Funds for the reduced project.  
5 In two Italian cases the information in the interviews was not sufficient for categorising the cases.  
6 START grants are awarded to researchers two to ten years after their PhD. The maximum amount is 1.2 million 

Euros, the duration is six years. Up to eight researchers are funded each year. 
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These perceptions are clearly discipline-specific and country-specific. The interviewees 

from the natural sciences (Life Sciences and Physical Sciences and Engineering panels) 

often thought it possible to achieve the ERC grants’ level of funding by combining sev-

eral national grants. The remaining cases are interviewees who did not assume their 

risky projects or project parts would be funded by other agencies, and interviewees 

who assumed that there is no funding for their projects because costs for equipment 

were indivisible and exceeded the limits of all funding schemes known to them.  

In the social sciences and humanities, finding alternative sources of funding is even 

more difficult. Most interviewees from this discipline group did not expect another 

funding source to fund their project. A major reason for this pessimism probably is the 

opportunity to build research groups, which is provided by the ERC grant but is still 

very unusual for the social sciences and humanities and thus not commonly provided 

for by national grant schemes.  

2.3 The ERC grants’ impact on careers and independence 

The most important effect on grantees’ organisational careers appears to be that some 

organisations respond to the reputation of ERC grants by promoting grantees or by of-

fering them permanent positions. These effects occurred only for starting grantees. The 

changes in organisational positions were often difficult to attribute because the impact 

of the ERC grants was overlaid by other factors. We observed similar effects for non-

grantees who were awarded prestigious national grants.  

The variation in effects between countries can be explained by the difference between 

the ‘lecturer system’ of the Netherlands and the UK and the ‘chair system’ that is in 

place in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, and Italy. In the lecturer system, most aca-

demics enter the university at a low-level entrance position (Lecturer or Senior Lectur-

er in the UK, Universitair Docent in the Netherlands) and subsequently can be pro-

moted through several levels and, in the end, can become professor at the same uni-

versity. In the chair system, positions below the professorial level are often untenured, 

and the move to a professorial position requires applying for such a position at a dif-

ferent university. As a result, there are only very few – if any – opportunities to be 

promoted in a chair system. 

ERC grants also differ from most national grants in that they are portable. This means 

that in addition to being a marker of performance in recruitment and promotion situa-

tions, ERC grants create a negotiation situation in which the grantee has the power to 

provide or withdraw a benefit to the host organisation (the prestige and income of an 

ERC grant). Several of our interviewees used that opportunity for negotiating their sit-

uation with their (potential) host organisation. 

In chair systems there are very few situations in which having a grant can be utilised in 

negotiations. Fixed-term positions cannot usually be turned into permanent professo-

rial positions. The only way of receiving tenure is to be appointed as a professor, 

which traditionally requires a move to a different university.   
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Although the portability of the grant – the opportunity to take it to another organisa-

tion – is an important property of ERC grants, the grants played only a minor role in 

promoting organisational mobility. Only three of the interviewed thirty grantees took 

their grant and changed their research organisations before starting the project. All 

three grantees were from the Social Sciences and Humanities panel.  

There are three reasons why mobility, and thus the ERC grants’ capability to bring re-

searchers to the best possible environments, is limited: 

1)  Grantees may already work in an optimum research environment. 

2)  Both starting and advanced grants are given to researchers several years after their 

PhD, mostly in fairly advanced career stages. At this time, most grantees have a 

partner and children. This means that moves to another university require a move 

of the whole family, which is difficult to accomplish due to the complex interests of 

a whole family.  

3)  In the sciences, researchers at a grantee’s career stage already have their own la-

boratory, PhD students, staff, and collaborators. Moving to another university re-

quires an enormous investment of time and effort. 

It can be assumed that as a result of these obstacles to mobility, at least some grantees 

remained in sub-optimal research environments. 

3. Outlook 
This project delivered a methodology and an identification of early impact of ERC 

funding schemes. Owing to the time at which it was conducted, several important 

questions could not be answered: 

1) What impact does the funded research have on the grantees’ research fields? This 

impact will show only after the projects are completed.  

2) What happens if risky projects fail? If highly risky projects were funded by the ERC, 

at least some of them are likely to fail. This provides the rare opportunity to study the 

impact of ambitious but failed research on both the researcher’s biography and the 

community. Again, this question can be answered only after the projects are complet-

ed. 

3) What impact do the ERC grants have on the career of grantees after their research is 

completed? The impact on careers can be assumed highest after the ERC projects are 

completed because a phase of possible career moves will occur at this time.  

4. A note on the methodology 
The methodology applied in this project proved effective in that changes in research 

and careers could be identified and causally attributed to the ERC funding (or proven 

to be independent of ERC funding). The findings demonstrate that the applied meth-

odology enables insights into change mechanisms that are not easily obtained by other 

methods, if at all. The validity of our findings crucially depends on the possibility to 
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draw conclusions about change and its causes from interviewees’ statements about 

their research content.  

How did we make sure that we did not just report the aggregated opinions of grantees 

who wanted to please the ERC that gave them so much money? We are confident that 

we sailed clear between the Scylla of just reporting researchers’ self-descriptions and 

the Charybdis of making decisions about the scientific content of our interviewees’ re-

search. We focused on structural properties of this research – its links to the interview-

ee’s previous research, to the research of the community, of collaborators, and of com-

petitors. Most of the categories used in our analysis were not directly asked about in 

the interviews. By soliciting scientific narratives on epistemic properties of the research 

such as time characteristics, approaches and equipment, and uncertainty, we limited 

the opportunities for interviewees to produce ad hoc rationalisations or to respond in 

ways they could assume are expected by the ERC. We triangulated findings with in-

formation from many different sources, and used information from these sources in 

the interviews. Interviewees reported failure as well as success, many of there state-

ments could have been corroborated from additional sources (as some of them were), 

and a significant proportion of the research did not surface in the analysis as excep-

tional. This is why we are confident that in the cases we investigated, our findings are 

not artefacts. 

How can we causally attribute change to the ERC’s funding schemes? The most im-

portant argument is the demonstration that the ERC’s offer of funding changed the 

‘self-identification mechanism’ of potential grantees. Some of the grantees turned ideas 

they had for quite some time into project proposals because with the ERC, they saw a 

chance of getting them funded for the first time. Others who had failed repeatedly 

with national funding councils turned to the ERC. Some researchers developed new 

project proposals for the ERC. The ERC offered a match for unusual properties of pro-

jects, which include the risk, the deviation from a community’s mainstream, a relative-

ly long duration and significant unusual expenses.  

We also demonstrated that in many cases the changes in grantees’ research occurred 

because the grantees responded to the opportunities provided by the ERC. We further 

demonstrated that several grantees thought there was no alternative to fund their pro-

jects, and that some of them actually had experienced rejection by other funding agen-

cies prior to their ERC application. While the ‘objective’ proof that some of the ERC-

funded projects could not be funded in other existing schemes was beyond the scope 

of our project, we showed that some of the projects would not have happened in this 

form because the grantees would not have tried.  

How can valid conclusions be drawn from so small a sample? There are more ways to 

arrive at causal statements than the interpretation of statistical associations between 

variables measured for a representative sample of interviewees. Our argument is 

based on the demonstration that research with certain properties, which would have 

been difficult to fund at all because of these properties, was funded by the ERC. Thus, 

our argument is that whenever the conditions specified by us are given, the ERC has 

an impact on research, researchers, and their communities. 


