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CAVEAT
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ERC working program is going to change in 2020 

While some details of the restriction rules or 
eligibility conditions might be revisited in the 
new program, no substantial modifications of 

the scientific or writing part are expected
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Outline
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ERC program  

Objectives, actions and definitions 

Criteria & evaluation process 

ERC Starting & Consolidator Grant Application 

A section by section course on how to write your proposal 

Tips & recommendation on how to give a successful interview

With examples from my 
proposal & interview

Rules & regulations

The content of this seminar is not necessarily endorsed 
or supported by the ERC council

The content of this seminar comes from my personal experience 
with Italian and European grants preparation (>15 written, 3+1 won)
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ERC program:  
objectives, actions & definitions

�4



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice �5

European Research Council structure

From U. Kainz-Fernandez, ERCEA
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European Research Council mission in a nutshell
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From J. P. Bourguignon, ERC President
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ERC “flavour”
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From V. Valsecchi, INFN Fondi EsterniHIGH RISK/HIGH GAIN
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ERC Grant Scheme
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Need to be very very 
well motivated
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ERC Panels Structure
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From I. Ruigrok, ERCEA



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice

ERC program:  
criteria & evaluation process
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Who can apply?
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Not happy of your HI choice, or your HI fails in providing you the possibility to carry on your project 
as from the contract HI signed with ERC? NO PROBLEM! 

You can always change your HI at any moment of the project development!
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Scientific excellence

�12

the sole criterion of evaluation

From D. Krasa, ERCEA
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ERC Starting Grant
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PhD awarded >2 & <=7 years prior to 1st January of the year of the call

From U. Kainz-Fernandez, ERCEA
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ERC Consolidator Grant
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PhD awarded >7 & <=12 years prior to 1st January of the year of the call

From U. Kainz-Fernandez, ERCEA
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StG and CoG eligibility extensions
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From U. Kainz-Fernandez, ERCEA
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Proposal Structure
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From V. Valsecchi, INFN Fondi Esterni

Access to the interview (step 2) 
depends on this

Success depends on both 
+ the interview
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Evaluation procedure
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Single submission, 2 steps evaluationFrom D. Krasa, ERCEA

B1 Reviewers from the chosen 
panel, but not necessarily 

experts of your field

B1 + B2 reviewed by experts 
of your field, interview given 

to the chosen panel



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice

Scoring scheme & resubmission restrictions
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Typical s
tru

cture of 

restric
tio

ns, a
ctual o

ne will 

depend on your y
ear c

all
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Proposal preparation: 
a step by step how-to 
with examples from 
my ERC experience

�19
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Questions to ask yourself before deciding to apply
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From D. Krasa, ERCEA
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The title and the acronym are more important that you think
It is what you will be remember for among the panel and review members
Choose a significant and meaningful title that with few words summarise to goal 
of your project
Make it so that you can build a nice acronym out of it :)
Very important also for the interview (see later)

Choosing the title and the acronym

�21

NITEC: a Negative Ion Time Expansion Chamber

NICE: a Negative Ion Chamber Experiment

INITIUM: an Innovative Negative Ion Time projection 
chamber for Underground dark Matter searches

My MSCA Individual 
Fellowship (2015-17)

My StG 
(approved “A”+”A”, but 

not funded, 2015-16)

My CoG 
(2019-24)

Valid for any proposal, 
not only ERC

and title!!
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Choosing the panel & keywords

�22
From U. Kainz-Fernandez, ERCEA
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INITIUM example
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INITIUM aims at building directional Dark Matter detector:
 I choose PE2 and these keywords because I wanted to stress the 
detector development part and therefore believed it was a better 

fit than PE9 (Universe science) 
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Part B1 structure

�24



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice

Part B1: 
communicate the essence to generalists

�25
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Part B1: general recommendations
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From U. Kainz-Fernandez, ERCEA

Remember: access to the interview (step 2) depends only this part!
Remember: B1 is reviewed by high level scientist which do not 

necessarily know your field

In 5 pages you need to be able to include all of this in a very clear 
and convincing form
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Part B1, first page: abstract

�27

Tip: I put the plot reporting the expected sensitivity of the detector 
in the B1 abstract (mainly because of limited space…)

Use it as an outline of the proposal

Needs synthesise with few effective words:

The goal of the project
The importance of the subject at study
The state of the art 
The innovation brought by the project to 
the state of the art
The feasibility of the project
The impact of your project

Tip: keep repeating some key words/
concepts along the whole proposal

Tip: keep repeating your acronym along 
the whole proposal
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Part B1: Extended Synopsis

�28

The goal of the project
Chapter 1: The importance of the subject at study
The state of the art 
The innovation brought by the project to the state of the art
The feasibility of the project
The impact of the project

Demonstrate in 5 pages your abstract for high level (but not necessary in your field) scientists

What is Dark Matter
How we try to measure it directly
Why the approach I propose is crucial and timeliness
How the detector I propose can realise such approach

± 1 page
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INITIUM Example

�29
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Here only 5 pages: concentrate on 
the state of the art closer to your 
project (i.e. only directional DM 
detectors, not all DM detectors)
Contextualise your project within 
the present and future challenges
Underline your contribution to the 
state of the art
Tip: use table to synthesise 
concepts and comparisons

The goal of the project
The importance of the subject at study
Chapter 1.1: The state of the art 
The innovation brought by the project to the state of the art
The feasibility of the project
The impact of the project

Demonstrate in 5 pages your abstract for high level (but not necessary in your field) scientists

Part B1: Extended Synopsis

± 1 page w/ ta
ble
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The goal of the project
The importance of the subject at study
The state of the art 
Chapter 2: The innovation brought by the project to the state of the art
The feasibility of the project
The impact of the project

�31

Use bullet points or tables to underline your innovation to the state of the art
Be daring and convinced of what you write (“I firmly believe that INITIUM will..)..
..but properly back up your statement! (feasibility)
Stress your personal contribution to such innovations development in the past

Notice the captivating title

Demonstrate in 5 pages your abstract for high level (but not necessary in your field) scientists

Part B1: Extended Synopsis

± 1.5 pages w/ figures
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INITIUM Example
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How the innovative features described in Chapter 2 will be realised by the project
Be daring in your statements, but always keeping in mind the feasibility
Provide possible back up solution to mitigate risks 
Discuss the expected result and long term impact

Chapter 3: The goal of the project
The importance of the subject at study
The state of the art 
The innovation brought by the project to the state of the art
The feasibility of the project
The impact of the project

Demonstrate in 5 pages your abstract for high level (but not necessary in your field) scientists

Part B1: Extended Synopsis

± 1 page
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INITIUM Example
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Demonstrate in 5 pages your abstract for high level (but not necessary in your field) scientists

�35

The goal of the project
The importance of the subject at study
The state of the art 
The innovation brought by the project to the state of the art
Chapter 4 & 5: The feasibility of the project 
The impact of the project

Part B1: Extended Synopsis

Outline the methodological approach that you will discuss in details in part B2 
through a brief description of the WPs, deliverables ad milestones
Demonstrate the appropriateness of the HI and facilities 
Discuss the expertise of the team 
Motivate your capability of being the PI of the described project
Briefly delineate the budget through its categories

You need to demonstrate that you 
can deliver what you promise

± 1 page
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INITIUM Example
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Part B1: Curriculum Vitae
General example: modify it as necessary ad appropriate to your CV
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Part B1: Curriculum Vitae
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A template is provided as guidance: modify it as necessary ad appropriate to your CV
2 pages, synthetic
Underline mobility
Underline managing of fundings
Underline international experiences 
Underline collaborations/network participation
Underline tutoring and mentorship
Underline your capability to adapt to new challenges

Having changed experiments, field of research, 
laboratories

Underline responsibility position
PIs, Spokesperson, WPs conveener, conference 
organisation, run coordination, R&D or analysis 
responsibilities

Underline every experience that is propaedeutic to 
the submitted project

Gas detector development (first in HEP, now in DM)
Data analysis & simulation (first in HEP, now in DM)
New experiments feasibility studies (first in HEP, 
now in DM)

2 pages
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Part B1: funding ID
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An illustrative example from my second ERC 
Starting Grant Proposal

List all on-going grants and 
funding of the PI

At that time I was carrying on 
my MSCA IF, with preliminary 
studies on the gas mixtures 
discuseed in the ERC project 

The previous year my ERC StG 
had scored “A” at both steps, 
and I was therefore allowed to 
reapply without restriction 
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Part B1: Early track records
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Sell yourself hard, but without sounding cocky 

Discuss your past ad present research activity & list of major publications
Goal: demonstrate your are the best person to carry on the research project you outlined

Start with a strong statement

In few lines summarise your entire career

Go through your career from today backwards showing intent and direction

Demonstrate your capability of independence as a researcher and as a project manager

Explain the significance of your major past works

Show that you already started doing preliminary works propaedeutic to your project

2 pages

Conclude summarising your career listing the skill you acquired that make you the best 
candidate for carry out the project and discussing how getting the ERC would allow you to 

start (consolidate) your research line
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Part B1: Early track records
List of major publications

5 for Starting Grant, 10 for Consolidator Grant
You are required to show at list one (several) publication without your PhD 
supervisor to demonstrate independence

Reviewers are not stupid: what you need to demonstrate is that you did independent 
work from your supervisor, even if you signed the same papers. Use the discorsive 
part to explain it 

Choose the publications more related to the proposed project
Tip: if your publication have an high level >50 citations, write it 

Try to show consistency along the time, i.e. one publication per year
Tip: numerically order the publications, and use these number as references to cite 
your works in the discorsive part 
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Part B1: what it needs to demonstrate
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Must need to be able to stand on its own as a complete document with all the 
relevant information, including the feasibility and methodology
Must be written for both non-specialists and specialists as well (step 2 reviews both)
Must not be a cut and paste or simple summary of B2
Suggestion: start from B1 and then from that elaborate B2 
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Part B2 structure

�43
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Part B2: 
convince specialists reviewers as well



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice

Part B2: outline

�45

14 pages + Resources & Budget section in online submission form (see later)



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice

Part B2: state of the art and objectives
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Start with a strong statement that immediately clarify the goal, innovation and the importance 
of the project

Elaborating on the B1 abstract, use it as a guide of what will be discussed in B2, with proper 
reference to the sections

State the expected results

Conclude with a strong statement  on short and long term impact

A short abstract of what will be discussed in B2
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Part B2: state of the art and objectives
The general idea is to follow the B1 structure without repeating it but elaborating on the 

details and statement that were given there

i.e. discuss the project in the 
context of all DM experiments, 

not only directional

i.e. elaborate on the importance and 
features of directional searches

i.e. elaborate on other directional 
detectors with additional details w.r.t B1

i.e. elaborate on recents breakthroughs 
that back up your project feasibility

i.e. elaborate on the challenging/
unconventional aspects of your project 

with additional description of your 
preliminary works

i.e. discuss and motivate your expected 
performances/results with preliminary 

numbers/studies



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice

Part B2: impact of your project, your vision
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In B2 it is important to clarify and motivate the expected impact of your project

Show that you have a vision of how your project can open new windows of 
opportunities
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Part B2: methodology

Highly recommended to use Gantt 
plot with Working Packages, 
Deliverables and Milestones

Go through each WPs, describing 
the activities, expected results and 
propedeuticity to following steps

Discuss how you can mitigate the contingencies with back up plans

Elaborate on the feasibility of the project, backing it up with 
appropriateness of the research team and facilities chosen
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Part B2: resources

�50

NEW from 2021

Only formally new, not conceptually
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Part B2: resources
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Elaborate on the available facilities discussed in B1, linking them to the methodology and 
WPs discussed in B2 Section B

Justify the requests for personnel in the budget and demonstrate the adequacy of the 
manpower, possibly linking them to the WPs discussed in Section B

Elaborate on your capability of managing the project as PI and on your skills and know-
hows that make you the best candidate for the job, linking it to what discussed in the CV

Elaborate on the research team members expertise, showing how they perfectly fit with the 
know-hows required to successfully carry out the project

To know: only the persons explicitly listed in the proposal can use fundings from the ERC grant. Still, 
with proper motivation to your Project Officer and his/her approval, you can add any member you want 

during the project development.

As it was before 2021
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Budget: general considerations

�52

From U. Kainz-Fernandez, ERCEA
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Part B2: budget

�53

First of all: study in details your chosen HI costs 
categories rules to properly account them in the 
budget
Briefly elaborate on them through the different 
categories and use the provided table template
Tip: use an excel table (not to be put on the 
proposal) to properly account the costs through 
categories and calculates overhead (25% of indirect 
cost as a rule)

As it was before 2021
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Part B2: commitment

�54

> 50 % for Starting Grant, > 40 % for Consolidator Grant required

Tip: no need to put 100% to show motivation, that can otherwise limit you

Show that you believe in your vision and your project
Demonstrate your initiative and your commitment to what led to the 
development of this project in the past years, possibly referencing it to 
the publications in the bibliography
Show intent and direction of your past work towards the development of 
this project

As it was before 2021
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Preliminary timeline for 2021
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Starting Grant: deadline for submission 8th April

Consolidator Grant: deadline for submission 20th April
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The interview: generalities

�56

First: be happy! the success rate of projects selected for step 2 is nearly 50%
Typical time of interview: 12 minutes presentation + 20 minutes questions, 
strictly enforced
Prepare yourself well in advance, rehearsing the talk several time possibly in 
front of faculty members and ask them to do the “devil's advocate” to prepare 
you to any possible question

The interviews take place in the ERCEA 
building in Brussel and your trip 

expenses will be reimbursed

(Obvious) suggestion: arrive in town one 
day early, take an hotel close by, arrive 

well on time 
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The interview: my 5 cents on the attitude 

�57

CAVEAT: everyone has his/her own style and you should 
in general simply be comfortable and be yourself

All the projects selected for the interview are of the 
same very high quality: you need to stand out 
Wear something you feel comfortable in, go with 
elegant but don’t be afraid to dare, the goal is to 
make people remember you
Show enthusiasm and confidence, in your project 
and in your capability to carry it out
When talking, keep standing towards the audience 
alternatively looking to each of the panel members
Typical panel is 12-16 members, with at most 2 in 
your field: target the talk to not experts
Distill the concepts and try to intrigue/seduce them
In the slides use mostly images/photos rather than 
words 
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The slides: a possible template outline

�58

1. Cover

Try to stand out, while keeping it 
simple and still related to the project

General consideration: try to follow your B2 in ±12 slides

1-2 slides to introduce the subject

1-2 slides of objectives and 
expected results

1-3 slides to illustrate project 
innovations & methodology

1-3 slides to illustrate your 
groundwork on the subject

1-2 slides about your CV, the 
chosen team, HI and budget

General consideration: try to to keep it simple and minimalistic, but don’t deny your usual style
Always remember: you need to feel comfortable
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The final slides: my personal suggestion

�59

Key point: the final slide is what will stay up on the screen during the questions

Key point: you need to impress them, sell yourself & the project and be daring



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice

The final slides: my personal suggestion

�60

Key point: the final slide is what will stay up on the screen during the questions

Key point: you need to impress them, sell yourself & the project and be daring
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The interview: questions

�61

General advice: try to answer to the question with 2-3 single sentences that 
go right to the point. If they want additional details, they will ask.

Show confidence, with the proper humility. You don’t need an answer for 
everything, but you need to look like you are capable with dealing with 
anything.

Expect to get a lot of questions on feasibility

Expect questions about competitiveness 

Expect questions about your appropriateness as PI
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A couple of months after…the results & feedback

�62



E. Baracchini - Suggerimenti & consigli su come preparare un ERC (Starting o Consolidator) Grant: l’esperienza di una vincitrice

Typical reasons for rejection

�63

From D. Krasa, ERCEA
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My StG-2015: NICE

�64

I got to the interview (step 
2) already at my first 

attempt: a big satisfaction!

I won …but I lost: project 
fully met ERC criteria, but 
not funded due to ranking

Feasibility of the proposed approach
Scalability to large detector volumes
Control of radioactivity
Experience of the PI in DM and low radioactivity detectors
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From StG-2015 to my StG-2016

Feasibility of the proposed approach
Scalability to large detector volumes
Control of radioactivity
Experience of the PI in DM and low radioactivity detectors

Profit from the comments and feedback you receive to improve your project ad your CV!

All true concerns…
remember, this was before I 

got my MSCA IF

I did my homework

I significantly improved the project, providing estimates of expected parameters 
I clarified the control of radioactivity
I improved the costs estimate
I significantly improved by CV in terms of activities related to DM:

I got the MSCA Individual Fellowship for DM detector development
New papers
New collaborations
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My StG-2016: NICE again
Rememberer: I did not 

had restrictions 
because I got “A”

Same project that got ”A” 
the year before, but better 
written ad with better CV.. 

...had significantly different reviews than the previous year..
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My CoG 2018: INITIUM
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A different project, but with some similarities to NICE
An improved CV, with contributions with detector development in DM
A small research team of which I was already Scientific Advisor working on R&D on 
the subject since 2016
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Never give up, never surrender!!
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…and if you can’t appreciate this quote, watch the movie 
“Galaxy Quest” :)


