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Recommendations for the further roll-out of lump-sums 

in Horizon Europe 

 

Introduction 

The wider use of lump-sums1 in the Research &Innovation (R&I) framework programmes has been 

on the agenda of the European Commission (EC) a number of times in the last decade. LERU has 

always responded advising caution, highlighting potential risks of a wider use of lump sums, for 

instance in 2011 and 2017.  

It is no surprise lump sums have re-surfaced. This time as a potential solution for reducing error 

rate, which, indeed, is still high in Horizon 2020 (and probably will not be different in Horizon 

Europe). The EC has evaluated the lump sum pilot and published an extensive report on this2. The 

report is used by the EC as an argument to increase lump sum use. However, many pilot projects 

have not yet completed a whole project’s lifecycle. Therefore, the EC report and the plans for a 

further roll-out of lump sums in Horizon Europe seem premature, as has been justifiably pointed 

out by other organisations in a joint statement released last month. 

LERU has consulted its member universities and, on the basis of their contributions, raises some 

points of attention and provides recommendations so that a wider introduction of a lump sum 

approach can be a real simplification with limited or without negative-side effects.  

First some findings of the LERU member universities are listed. 

 

Findings and concerns: 

• LERU member universities have experience with the following type of projects, using lump 

sums 

o ERC Proof of Concept in Horizon 2020 and Horizon Europe 

o Horizon 2020 SwafS call for support for the R&I dimension of European Universities 

o Horizon 2020 pillar II projects (societal challenge 5) 

o Horizon 2020 (FETOPEN) EIC pathfinder 

• Lump sum funding results in a greater administrative burden during the application process, 

especially with multiple partners involved. In combination with low success rates this could be 

off-putting to potential applicants. We welcome the EC plans to schedule more two-stage calls, 

 

1 See article 181 of the Financial Regulation applicable to the general budget of the Union, July 2018 

2https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/research_and_innovation/strategy_on_research_and_innov

ation/presentations/horizon_europe/report_lump_sum_assessment_0.pdf  

https://www.leru.org/publications/administrative-costs-for-managing-grants-under-the-7th-framework-programme-for-research-and-technological-development-fp7
https://www.leru.org/news/beyond-the-horizon-what-leru-wants-from-fp9
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/research_and_innovation/strategy_on_research_and_innovation/presentations/horizon_europe/report_lump_sum_assessment_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/research_and_innovation/strategy_on_research_and_innovation/presentations/horizon_europe/report_lump_sum_assessment_0.pdf
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with budget details only needed in the second stage, to address this concern. So far, 

consortium agreement negotiations for lump sum projects were considerably more difficult 

compared to cost-reimbursed projects. 

• There is a danger if a partner is reliant on others achieving their deliverables since funding is 

only received upon work package completion. This may, especially (but not only), cause 

problems for beneficiaries that need cash flow to be able to carry out activities.  Avoiding these 

potentially negative consequences will likely have some side-effects: 

o A likely side-effect (already noticed with some lump sum pilot projects) is that (too) 

many small work packages are identified, with very few or only one partner per work 

package, to avoid dependency on the work of partners for work package completion 

and to allow more cash flow.  

o Many small work packages could lead to less actual collaboration between partners, 

hence also less interdisciplinary research and innovation activities. 

o  Although the EC report does not indicate this, we are concerned, as also mentioned 

in previous LERU statements on the matter, that the dependency on others could 

lead to a safer partner choice, avoiding partners that are less known and so 

potentially hampering widening participation or collaboration with SMEs. 

• Even though the calls for proposals in pillar II are already very specific and leave little room for 

new ideas, a lump sum approach might increase the tendency to opt for ‘safer research’ in 

applications. This could, in the longer run decrease the impact of the programme and should 

be carefully monitored. 

• Also, during the project, in order to manage work package-failure-risks, the coordinator could 

stimulate ‘safer’ R&I activities, sticking very strictly to the work plan, by (1) keeping all partners 

involved as closely to the original plan as much as possible and (2) minimising (risky) 

amendment requests to the project officer.  

• The inability to move costs across work packages, even within the one partner (without a 

project amendment) is somewhat problematic, especially in a project with more research (than 

a CSA). The lack of flexibility is a definite issue.  

• One of the main advantages of the lump sum model is that it removes all obligations on actual 

cost reporting. This includes the removal of time sheets, but also, for instance, the fact that 

clinical costs do not need to be justified anymore by actual costs. This would be a real 

simplification for many universities, except for those that are bound to actual cost reporting and 

time sheets by internal/other rules. 

 

Recommendations: 

• As LERU has stated before, the lump sum approach is certainly a good one for projects with 

smaller budgets, few partners (1 or 2) and a short lifecycle (12-24 months). 

• LERU universities see the potential benefit of a wider spread of lump sums, also for larger 

projects, but warn for a too hastily implementation. Before the EC goes for a wide-spread use 

of the lump sum approach in Horizon Europe pillar II projects, LERU advises to wait at least 

one more year, until there is some feedback from the first pillar II lump sum projects.  
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• It is crucial that this additional year is used for the development of the training material and 

guidance for all involved in lump sum projects, namely potential applicants, but also EC project 

officers and evaluators.  

• This should include  

o Guidance for EC project officers on the acceptance of amendments to the grant 

agreement of lump sum projects. When the lump sum approach will be used for 

research activities with a larger number of partners, more flexibility will be 

needed. 

o Guidance on how to assess completeness of a work package: this should be 

publicly available so it can be taken into account in the proposal and project 

implementation phase, e.g., what kind of additional proof will be requested in 

case of doubt on completeness of a work package. Having clear guidance 

throughout the project cycle will undoubtedly reduce the idea of total financial 

uncertainty, which is currently one of the main concerns of beneficiaries in these 

projects. 

o Guidance for evaluators on how to assess the budget in project applications, 

taking into account that some costs like personnel, will be different from one 

country to another. 

• LERU looks forward to the development of a consortium agreement suitable for lump sums by 

the DESCA group. Such a consortium agreement should certainly be ready before the 

upscaling of the lump sum approach. We recommend the insertion of safeguards in the 

consortium agreement that combine efficient project implementation monitoring with a lump 

sum mindset as this could maximise the lump sum benefits. 

• The European Commission should develop a monitoring system that allows assessing some 

of the potentially negative side-effects of the lump sum funding such as a decrease of 

(interdisciplinary) collaboration. It is possible that these negative side-effects will especially 

surface in the period of adjusting to the new approach, but if they persist in the longer-run they 

can be harmful to the impact of Horizon Europe’s pillar II. 

 

Conclusion 

Although the benefit of a lump sum approach in reducing error rates and in reducing administrative 

burden during project implementation are attractive prospects, LERU underlines that it is important 

lump sum projects are not approached with the cost-reimbursement system in mind, not by the 

applicants nor by the project officers and evaluators. Adjusting this mindset is not easy, but the 

European Commission should facilitate this adjustment by anticipating some of the problems and 

uncertainties, through the development of training and guidance of all involved. In addition, the EC 

should take more time to evaluate the pillar II lump sum projects and monitor the potential negative 

side effects of using the lump sum approach, before implementing a concerning 50% of calls in WP 

23-24 using lump sums.  

 


