E Tseelon, Individual Academic, Leeds University

Feedback based on participation in the process of applying for an SSH integrated project as a coordinator
I would like to provide feedback about the process and the content of an SSH submission on addictions I coordinated in February 2010. My feedback, though containing knowledge and opinions gathered in conversations with many academics, both inside my institution and outside it is a personal account and represents the voice of our consortium.
My feedback is particularly relevant for researchers who are not “regulars” on the framework program circuits, and for researchers from disciplines which are not traditionally working in collaborative projects, and for policy makers who have an interest in increasing their participation in future Calls.  
However, some of my observations and the concerns I raise apply to novices and veterans alike.
My observations and analysis based on the experience of coordinating a submission of a grand challenge (23 partners) have been honed through extensive consultation with “Brussels insiders”, and various stakeholders in several countries. I also bring to bear my own academic and professional experience as a social psychologist, as a scholar who worked in different outfits (humanities, arts and social & cultural studies), as well as considerable experience in organisational and market consultancy which preceded my academic career.
Finally, my feedback is designed to address an institutional culture that is more “self critical” than “self congratulatory”: that seeks to understand what is NOT being done and achieved currently, rather than to focus on what goes well. In other words, it addresses an organisational position which is ready to re-think, critique, innovate and change rather than seeks to do “more of the same”.

A genuine desire to increase the participation of total newcomers to the framework program or experienced researchers who have not got involved in the past needs to take into account the “lived experience” not only from the perspective of scientists working to a well-defined script, who are experienced in the process and rely on well established research networks. Rather it needs to be aware that from the perspective of the novice what it takes to get it right is far from straight forward.
1. Coordination

“EU grant-writing for scientific and industrial customers has almost become a profession in itself” writes Nora Eichinger in Nature (2007).  I got involved in coordination of an integrated project despite lack of experience in coordination or participation in FP. The consortium I gathered was mostly new, and similarly inexperienced in FP. Beyond a limited core of partners of the research group I was part of prior to the submission, I linked with additional partners through the Commission’s own networking events.

My entry point to the bid would have been at the meeting between “addictions” and “image” (which includes such topics as fashion addiction, body image addiction, cosmetic surgery, dieting etc). Though the literature on addictions was part of my remit as a social psychologist (BA from LSE and PhD from Oxford), it was not, as such, a topic I specialise in. However, as an interdisciplinary scholar the notion of “expertise” is problematic. The essence of multidisciplinary scholarship, if one can abstract it, is the application of “transferrable scholarly skills” into any field, perspective or theoretical framework one wants to include in one’s arsenal. This has been my practice ever since I started my academic career. The use of the notion of “expertise” in the context of a multidisciplinary grand challenge in order to discredit a coordinator appears to me either as a misunderstanding of the meaning of multidisciplinarity, or indeed as contrary to its spirit.
Further, even though nobody admitted it officially I now know that under the Commission’s own practice and intentions with regards to the grand challenges - I should never have undertaken coordination.

Coordination, especially for grand challenges is limited to experienced and successful coordinators in FP, who are also specialists in the topic of the Call, in the traditional sense of the word. This has been explained to me in no uncertain terms (after my submission) by both Brussels insiders and Brussels veterans as being part of the Commission’s own unwritten rule or practice. If our consortium had been criticised for “little evidence of relevant experience of addiction research” (which in practice means no track record of obtaining FP grant money) or that “too little information is provided about the leadership experience of the coordinator” and the comment that her “research expertise…only covers a very small part of the research field described in the proposal” it is obvious that the assessment panel was instructed that such facts constitute grounds for disqualifying.
Such low risk approach favours the need to be cautious (hence using prior successful experience as a condition for future awards). It privileges low risk over the desire to allow new voices and previously unheard players. Thus the risk averse is favoured at the expense of the non-traditional, unconventional or ground breaking.

I don’t think there is necessarily any problem with such practice in principle. 

I do think, though, that it should be above board, and clearly laid out in eligibility criteria. 

In a briefing at a UK funding council workshop the presenter frankly advised that the council is not looking for coordinators who are “gifted amateurs” but “professionals with a successful track record”.  In my case (that may or may not have been unique) I specifically raised the concern with the program officers, and was specifically reassured, and encouraged to apply as coordinator even though I do not possess relevant specific experience in coordination and in the subject matter.

2. Open access or closed club

I set out to optimise the process of coordination “by the book” – as every consultant, NCP and the Commission’s own project officers would have recommended in numerous power point presentations. I even got a well-known and extremely experienced FP expert and a familiar face to the whole FP and NCP community to adapt one of his training workshops specifically to Social Sciences & Humanities and deliver it in my university. 
I myself attended training workshops (put up by other NCPs) and consulted with professional coordinators, and grant writers and evaluators, all very experienced with FP, some having non trivial track record of success. 

Together with a core team of addiction experts from our consortium (with research and clinical experience in the field) as well as social scientists or humanities scholars, like myself who are not all from that specific field, but who could find interesting and novel entry points to the project we scoured the briefing texts and the Call text meticulously to read the lines and between the lines, and consulted experts on whether we addressed the spirit and the letter of the rhetoric sufficiently.  We employed a consultancy as coordinator to take care of the mechanics of the submission process, and help us with the structural aspects. We even got a professional grant writer to review and edit our key messages, and an NCP to prescreen our application before submission. 
We structured the proposal as a developing narrative (moving from elaboration of theoretical background of the problem to a survey of current practice, analysis of who loses and benefits from current practice, proposition of a paradigm change and an array of innovative experiments as alternative solutions). We reasoned that given the fact that the grand challenge was opened to social science AND humanities scholars, and given the EC’s own emphasis on the specific contribution of humanities thinking, that in a heavily researched (natural science) field, and in a field where traditional methods (as was evident from so many reports of international bodies) have failed - that a new thinking was expected. So we set out to provide innovative approach (with a combination of researchers, charities, practitioners, and policy oriented organisations) that would offer different paradigmatic ways of thinking and doing. Already during the writing process we got a hint that what our proposal lacks is natural (cognitive neuroscience) voice. We added such a research partner, whose work parallels the approach we were developing. We were later to realise that the requirement was more “substantial” than just adding one scientist.
While we debated it, we ruled out that the Commission would have wasted so many resources to hear the same old recommendations over again, or that it would have expected SSH researchers to be natural scientists in disguise.

Quite what the Commission was actually looking for we never found out, a year after submitting our application.  
In fact it looked as though a certain ambiguity applies to the Commission’s “underlying agenda” in a given Call.  And while this is a routine part of policy oriented time–limited Calls, in the case of the SSH topics, quite what that agenda is appears rather elusive.  The wording of many sections in the Call text (also in the HERA Calls) is ambiguous, or appears to be pointing at a particular direction, but there is no guarantee that it will be interpreted in that way. In fact it is doubly tricky. On the one hand when the meaning appears obvious it is not certain that it is indeed the way it will be interpreted, and on the other hand when it is vague there is no way of knowing that it is interpreted in the way chosen by any given consortium. 
While this process is fairly straightforward in science, technology and IT projects, it is much more subjective and context dependent in humanities projects, particularly when the agenda is not clear, and can be interpreted in a number of ways, but only a particular and specific one is actually sought out. 

Even some consultants with rich and successful experience in science, technology and IT bids told me: the social science & humanities history is quite recent “it is hard to know what the Commission wants”. The sense that “we have to find out what the Commission wants” and follow it up as best as we can - helps to reproduce the familiar and the predictable while at the same time treats innovative ideas and unexpected connections as “unfounded” or suspect.

In the case of our consortium, what adds to the sense of “discrediting works that don’t fit a pre conceived mould” is the fact that when I compared our feedback to the feedback received by another consortium which was as different from us as can be (more natural science in its composition, ideas and proposed execution) we discovered surprising similarities both in the vague and non specific phrases used, and in the marks awarded. 

Such coincidence can be most likely interpreted in 2 ways:

1. that despite its apparent openness the process has earmarked a very particular way of realising the general Call text, which some teams are better poised to carry out (sometime because people from that very team are the very people who proposed it to the Commission in the first place). This possibility results in the likelihood of the tried and tested way winning over and the ground breaking way which is shunned as unworkable, unreliable, unprofessional etc. 

Such a scenario looks like the “catch 22” situation. It runs the risk of wrongly rejecting a good proposal which may be more unusual while still containing merit as well as genuinely new ideas.

2. the other way it can be interpreted is of having a “favourite candidate” and working backwards to show that other proposals (if it’s a grant proposal) or other candidates (if it’s a job interview) appear less desireable.

This scenario looks like “shooting first, marking the target later”. It runs the risk of going for a “celebrity” candidate thus closing the mind off to an unknown X factor.

This was evident in some of the critique that our proposal generated which appeared technical, almost trivial. On the one hand it contained criticism for not including a particular body of knowledge without specifying the ideas that have supposedly been left out.  This appears to be similar to the standard way evaluators critique the omission of their own research from the drafts of manuscripts and proposals they happen to review. On the other hand our feedback included very low level criticism (not at a “principle level” of big ideas, state of the art, aims objectives and impact, not at the level of “themes” and “clusters”, not even at a “general” methodological level, but at the most detailed level of “tasks”. I have to explain here that since the project was so complex and our management structure multi-layered, we divided it to 5 sub projects each one presiding over a range of work packages, and each WP containing several tasks (the structure, incidentally was praised by the evaluators).
The combination of a “general” but totally vague critique with an overly fine detailed one (that we were advised is rather rare in a challenge project) appears to suggest that a considerable effort is expended to discredit work without sufficient grounds. 

Please note that I am not suggesting that either one or the other of the 2 interpretations I proposed above is the case here, but I am suggesting that the process could appear that way and in the case of public funding justice needs not only to be done, but to be seen to be done.  My concern in highlighting this point is to protect the integrity of the process, which I have great faith in, from what “it can appear to be”. This concern is based on many “fronts” (with various funding bodies and job interviews) and is distilled from many stories and experiences of many people that I have spoken to not only in the context this project, or this funding body. 

In addition we found certain other aspects of the process problematic.

2.1 The elusive coordinator

As Nora Eichinger wrote in Nature (2007) “EU grant-writing for scientific and industrial customers has almost become a profession in itself” and “it has become a widespread practice to hire grant-writing experts to do the paperwork” and “even professional grant writers find it hard to penetrate the jungle of FP7 language and requirements”.  While it is very well known that administrative coordination is a full time job and there is a whole industry specialising in doing just that, the official Commission rhetoric, as it was related to us - was that they should not be employed. At the same time, thinking about researchers at a similar stage of expertise in the EC process as our consortium, or even experienced ones taking on coordination of an integrated project – it would be too daunting to even contemplate submission without the guiding hand and the time investment of the consultants. In fact, it would have been in everybody’s interest, including the Commission’s that the mechanism of consultancy were an official part of the submission process, with official lists available of practitioners specialising in FP administration, coordination or grant writing. After all, even heads of states employ professional speech writers  whose expertise is in putting the politicians’ ideas into effective words. Scientists and scholars contributing research knowledge and ideas are good at telling, not necessarily selling their ideas into the format and thinking of Brussels language. Scientists and particularly SMEs should be judged on the quality of their professional expertise, not necessarily on their expertise in the FP mechanism. I also think that it is in the national interest for NCPs to make consultancy services available particularly to those populations (like humanities scholars and SMEs) deemed most in need of it, as some NCPs already do.
2.2 Lack of transparency

Neither the competitors, nor evaluators nor the proposals are available for participants to familiarise themselves with. 
a. Lack of transparency in who the competing consortia are prevents an effective networking process and movement of people across consortia, mergers of consortia and other cross communication. It would have made it possible, for example, for people with unique skills or approach but little experience, to join an experienced consortium.
In fact it prevents the very core of this type of grant “cooperation”: limiting it to the silo cooperation inside a consortium.  It goes against the spirit of openness, dialogue and sharing of information. Particularly since one bid only could proceed it was in everybody’s interest that we would all be aware of each other’s presence. 

Not being able to see the proposals submitted, or at least the winning proposals - seems to be wrong on several counts that detract from the effective use of resources.

b. Having successful applications available for researchers to study is arguably the most helpful way of inducting new candidates to an habitual way of carrying out a social practice. Second, doing so would have provided not only an extremely useful template and role model, but would have also saved a lot of the Commission’s time in induction events that reiterate the process in presentations for every call and theme. 
Third, as the knowledge generated by the Commission is public knowledge funded by the tax payer I see no reason why the knowledge generated, including evidence of the process, would not be available to tax payers who also happen to be players in the same game. While I am aware that this practice is not restricted to FP – it is perhaps not unreasonable to assume that those on the cutting edge of science, technology and social change would realise that in an era of unprecedented openness with web 2.0 and web 3.0, user generated content, wikileaks and freedom of information legislation – the very notion of “confidentiality” belongs to an outdated paradigm.
2.3 Natural science bias

There appears to be an inherent bias against the ability of arts and humanities to deliver something genuinely important to policy-oriented decisions despite a rhetoric that expresses even “increase in knowledge” as output.  If a “social science and humanities” proposal gets criticised that “there is too little basic science expertise in experimental research in the consortium, for instance related to addiction and the reward system” (given that the Call text never specifieds that as a crucial component, and when the Call is NOT in a science area) it suggests that the evaluating panel is anchored in “basic science” conception of science, or the more qualitative end of social science, but is not really considering a humanities approach on its own terms. 

While I see no problem in talking about “impact” in the context of a policy oriented social science, humanities or arts contributions - once the discourse moves from “impact” to “deliverables” which are well defined in advance and concrete - it appears to be cast in terms of  science and technology. This is of course evident from the need to have predictable and specific output. Such “product oriented” framework eliminates the possibility of “emerging knowledge” (that “grounded theory” or interpretive approach facilitates). 

The rule-following process of a well defined Call stands in stark contrast to the open ended process of the ERC grants which are ear marked as “blue skies” and “excellence”.  The danger in such a dichotomy is that it signals, perhaps without intending that “policy oriented” Calls appear as a process of discovery instead of a process of invention, and the name of the game is who can best “discover” the Commission’s “real” meaning and operationalise it in the most predictable way. This is the danger that every “unexpected”, original, non standard, and unconventional way is suspect. In terms of analogy it encourages “a culture of compliance” instead of “a culture of entrepreneurship”. 

Pitting “blue skies” thinking against “ordinary” applications militates against innovation and “new blood” and also runs the risk of encouraging conservatism in assessment. It is also counter productive to thinking against the grain, and is almost prohibitive to unexpected connections and ideas. It is also, despite the rhetoric, not conducive to multidisciplinarity. Particularly in a large scale bid, like the scheme we competed in makes the “usual suspects” the most likely candidates. These are researchers from the “right” fields (natural scientists, NOT social science & humanities scholars) those with successful experience with previous bids (encouraging the culture of exclusive club), and those involved with successful similar projects (e.g. MRC addictions grant, foresight project for the British government) or indeed, those who function as the commission’s own experts (such as writers of position papers) for the very topic of the Call. In fact this is close to a curious practice that exists in some funding bodies and involves a conflict of interests, where people who advise on priorities are not barred from putting a bid themselves, or being indirectly involved – which, I am told, is a widespread practice*. 

[*Since we were not told officially who the candidates are, we don’t have enough details. But we have sufficient details to presume that one of the consortia we were competing with possesses most of the attributes I mentioned above. Indeed a prominent addiction specialist who deliberated between our consortium and that particular one at an early stage of the process decided to join ours despite reckoning that many “celebrity addiction specialists” were part of that “scientific” consortium. In his mind that other consortium appeared much more conventional and ours more innovative and exciting].  

3. Humanities friendly enterprise?
Report of the Expert Group on Humanities Positioning Humanities Research in the 7th FP was established with the aim of reviewing and elucidating the potential key contributions of humanities research to the 7th Framework
Programme, with particular reference to Theme 8, the Specific Programme Cooperation, while also aiming to analyse how best to encourage the greater integration of humanities research within the Research Framework Programmes generally.
Humanities disciplines provide essential social, cultural and ethical anchors for society http://ec.europa.eu/research/social-sciences/pdf/egh_final_report_2007_en.pdf
It advised that humanities disciplines have a significant role to play in informing the analysis of the present multiple drivers of economic development and societal change, while having the capacity to assist in guiding both creative policy and innovative actions for future development applications.  Humanities can also provide guidance in the exploration and unfolding of the ethical dimension in knowledge development and transfer.
Some of its recommendations included:
•       Further efforts should be made to make the descriptions of topics more humanities friendly. The policy adopted for the Provisional Work Programme, whereby “pointers” to specific humanities disciplines are included should be applied more consistently.
•        In view of the fact that many humanities researchers regard the preparation of FP grant applications as a major hurdle or hold the view that FP research is “not for them”, DG Research should showcase successful applications submitted by humanities-led consortia
•       Theme 8 should be implemented as a dynamic, developing process. Small-scale projects pursuing similar objectives should be encouraged to seek opportunities for cooperation with a view to forming larger consortia.

In contrast to these recommendations the Commission chose the grandest, more complex and most “challenging” structure to usher humanities into its program.  

The choice of “winner takes all” strategy is a counter-productive and costly method. It encourages enormous spending of time and resources in many institutions with the certainty that in all but one of those institutions the resources will be wasted. It also prevents collaborations across consortia in the process of forming and finalising the team. 

The choice of a “one-stage grand challenge” is guaranteed to appear daunting to potential contributors not because of the quality of their ideas or research capabilities but due to the sheer magnitude. Further, the removal of a help facility offered by the Commission to science candidates through discussions with the scientific officer adds to the sense of “blind navigation”: as the proposal is a “one stage procedure” there is no comeback: no opportunity to respond, to explain, to argue – even when it is very obvious that the reviewers failed to appreciate certain fundamental points, or when, due to the complexity of the structure the required information is present in an unconventional order, and deemed to be missing. 
Humanities would have probably better benefitted from a different structure where each competitor is judged against a benchmark, and if there was no limit to the number of successful bids.  One such possibility is a two stage procedure where smaller sums are awarded to more than one consortium for a time-limited “pilot project”. This could have acted as a screening device for the full proposal that would follow at the second stage. At any rate a two stage procedure would have allowed a dialogue, and saved resources. Another possibility could have been to separate a challenge to different disciplines which would come together under a common umbrella at a later stage.
Finally, advice and guidance from program officers – as is available for science project - should have been available.
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