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LERU’s views on Marie Skłodowska Curie Actions 

(MSCA) in Horizon Europe 

 

This note complements the chapter in the LERU FP9 paper (June 2017) on Marie Skłodowska Curie 

Actions (MSCA) (https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-

Research-and-Innovation.pdf) and responds to some of the latest developments and proposed changes 

to MSCA in Horizon Europe. 

Introduction 

As we have stated on a number of occasions, such as in response to the publication of the Horizon 

Europe proposal, the LERU universities greatly value MSCA and are keen and successful participants in 

the Actions. MSCA is one of the parts of the Framework Programme for Research and Innovation that 

has clearly proven its EU-added value. The huge number of applications for both the European Training 

Networks and the Individual Fellowships clearly demonstrate that there is great demand and interest for 

the Actions and that the funding offered by the Actions is addressing a clear need in the European 

research funding landscape. It is without doubt that the MSCA should continue along this successful path 

in Horizon Europe.  

We also repeat our call for an increased budget of the MSCA in Horizon Europe. For MSCA to be able to 

fund the many excellent proposals it receives for Fellowships and Training Networks its funding should 

be increased considerably. The budget proposed by the European Commission (EC) in its proposal for 

Horizon Europe is not at all sufficient. 

 

1. MSCA Doctorates/Networks 
 
The LERU members value the current Initial Training Networks (ITNs) very much. The combination in 
ITNs, and MSCA in general, of supporting the training of (young) researchers and funding (collaborative) 
bottom-up research gives them a unique position in the (EU) research funding landscape and makes 
them very attractive to researchers across Europe. LERU emphasises the importance of maintaining the 
focus on bottom-up research in the MSCA networks as well as the focus on the development of innovation 
and employability skills with doctoral candidates. Doing research is always the backbone of doctoral 
education, regardless of future career trajectories. The networks should continue to reflect this. 
 

As for the EC’s ideas for doctoral networks in Horizon Europe, LERU is in favour of limiting the current 

MSCA-ITN actions to one single action, but would like to warn against this single network scheme 

becoming more complicated because of additional incentives and features as outlined below. 

1.1. Measures to increase the success rates 

LERU agrees with the EC that current success rates for ITNs, which are around 7%-8%, are damagingly 

low. An increased success rate of 15% (or more) is needed. We are convinced that the single best way 

to achieve this, is by increasing substantially the budget for this action in Horizon Europe. 

However, we understand the need to address this issue beyond the budget. LERU has consulted with its 

members and provides below comments on the measures being considered by the EC: 
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a) Reduce the number of fellow-months from 540 to 360 for ‘standard’ networks 
 

Introducing this measure would be straightforward and would likely lead to an increased success rate in 

the short term. However, we do have some thoughts for consideration: 

• The strength of an ITN is the collaboration on research, training and education to deliver top future 

scientists. A good synergy/complementarity and completeness of training are currently 

considered key aspects of the programme. Reducing the number of fellow months will result in a 

significant decrease in the number of beneficiaries per network, and will put the current strength 

of the programme at risk. 

• ITNs are interdisciplinary and instrumental in training a new generation of interdisciplinary 

scientists and professionals. By reducing the number of fellow months, it will become more 

challenging to generate impact both in science and the job market as the critical mass in terms 

of ESRs trained will be lower. The overall impact of the programme will potentially decrease. On 

an application level, evaluators should - when assessing proposals for smaller networks - take 

into account that the achievable impact per network will be lower than is currently the case  

• Reducing the number of fellow months will lead to a decrease of some costs for the beneficiaries, 

but not all costs will decrease proportionally, e.g. organisation of training events, communication 

and dissemination activities and management costs would remain as they are now.  

• By reducing the fellow-months, and therefore increasing the available budget, there is a likelihood 

that, in the long run, more proposals will be submitted, since applicants might see these smaller 

projects as ‘easier’ to set up. This could eventually cancel the effect on the success rates. 

 

b) Restrict resubmissions 
 

Identifying a resubmission is difficult for multi-partner projects and any system is likely to be ‘played’ by 

some. Also, a good number of resubmissions are successful, showing that the feedback provided 

contributes to a consortium’s chance to submit a higher quality proposal. 

If the EC insists upon introducing measures to increase success rates, LERU is more in favour of limiting 

resubmissions than of reducing the number of fellow months, because it impacts less on the ‘nature’ and 

attractiveness of ITNs.  

With regard to resubmission restrictions, we recommend the following:  

• The resubmission restrictions should be tested or piloted on a considerable scale and thoroughly 

evaluated, in collaboration with beneficiaries.   

• Consortia should be asked, when applying, to indicate whether the proposal is a resubmission or 

not, with clear guidance on what constitutes a resubmission. 

• Proposals should be scored similarly to ERC proposals:  

o A for those that are above threshold and fundable. 

o B for those that are above threshold but will not be funded. These proposals should be 

allowed to resubmit in a next call. 

o C for those that are below threshold and are not allowed to resubmit for a period of two 

years. 

• Evaluation summary reports should be less generic and hence give applicants a better idea of 

why the proposal was given an A, B or C. Preferably, the ESRs should contain the individual 

evaluator comments in addition to a summary (cfr. ERC). 

• If resubmission rules were introduced, they should be applied on the basis of a combination of 1) 

the composition of the consortium and 2) description of the excellence section of the proposal. 

Most impact and implementation sections are quite generic, and based on previous experience 

and best practices, therefore often very similar between proposals. Using text recognition 

software on these sections to identify resubmissions would not be appropriate. 
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• The rules on the decision process for disqualification must be very clear and simple. For instance, 

it needs to be very clear whether the composition of the consortium is assessed on the basis of 

institutions or Principle Investigators.  

 

As mentioned above, the system will probably be played by some, but restrictions could be a sufficient 

disincentive to bring resubmission rates down enough to make a difference. 

It is likely that when developing proposals, beneficiaries will look for confirmation on whether or not the 

adapted proposal text meets the resubmission criteria. The EC might face a request to make a ‘proposal 

resubmission check’ tool publicly available and should be prepared to put in place the necessary 

resources for this. 

If resubmission restrictions proof practically or legally difficult to realise, an alternative could be for the 

EC to provide clear guidelines for applicants to avoid them submitting out of scope and/or low-quality 

proposals. Next to that, recommendations could be provided in the ESR to unsuccessful applicants. For 

proposals scoring below threshold this could, for instance, be not to resubmit unless major revisions of 

the whole project are made. The cut-off scores (and maybe rank) could be added to the ESR (instead of 

being published online only afterwards) to give the applicants an idea of exactly how far they are from 

succeeding.  

 

1.2.  Name of the action 

LERU welcomes the idea to include the target audience in the names of the different actions, also for this 

action. However, we are in favour of keeping the reference to the networks as well. This would ensure 

some continuity but, more importantly, also indicates what the action is about, namely to create a network 

to do research and train PhD candidates, making clear it is not just about a doctorate.  

Moreover, PhD candidates that are part of an ITN are also enrolled in PhD programmes at universities 

and most of them need four years to complete their PhD, and not three as funded through the ITN. Other 

funding sources are searched for and used to fund this fourth year. The proposed name ‘MSCA 

doctorates’ could lead to the expectation that it is about a separate, independent and full (four year) PhD 

programme. To avoid this confusion and keep the network aspect, we propose to change the name to 

‘MSCA doctoral networks’. 

 

1.3.  Sustainability of MSCA doctoral networks 

LERU took note of the idea of the EC to stimulate applicants for MSCA doctoral networks to consider 

how to make the network more sustainable, continuing (some of) its activities after the MSCA funding is 

finished. We wish to emphasise again, as we have done on many occasions, MSCA ITNs have, and have 

had, an important structuring effect on the PhD programmes in which “ITN-PhD” candidates are enlisted. 

ITNs have positively influenced PhD training programmes. However, the ITNs are not PhD training 

programmes as such. They originate purely bottom-up, as a collaborative research project with an 

important focus on PhD training. Therefore, training networks are, most of the time and especially in 

research-universities such as the LERU members, not part of an institutional research or training strategy. 

Making the networks as such more sustainable is therefore very difficult.  

There are, however, some activities developed by a network that could possibly be made more 

sustainable, e.g. summer schools and course or exchange programmes for PhD students. To stimulate 

this, it would be very welcome if the EC would indicate in the call for proposals what other resources 

could be used to make these activities more sustainable, e.g. within Erasmus or Horizon Europe. 
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The above comments on sustainability refer to standard training networks that do not include a joint 

degree. In case of a joint degree, for instance in the framework of ‘European universities’ initiative, there 

is likely a higher demand and need for more sustainability.  

As we have mentioned in the past, LERU universities are not in favour of an increased focus on joint 

degrees in the doctoral networks in the future. We welcome the proposal to have a joint degree as an 

option for a doctoral network, without pushing for this, and to ask for a pre-agreement of the institutions 

involved.  

 

1.4. Other suggestions: 
 

• Project Manager budget for the coordinator: 

It would be a significant simplification if a separate ‘project manager’ budget for the coordinator would 

be introduced. This would allow future networks to have sufficient resources being dedicated to 

project management of these complex network projects. This measure would also simplify 

negotiations within the consortium. The amount could be a unit cost adjusted by the country 

coefficient. The project management support would be needed for 48 months (and not 36). On the 

basis of some calculations done by LERU members, project management roughly translates into 22 

PM over the total project period (4 years) with a little margin to cover reporting after project. We 

recommend a restructuring of the current management and overhead allowance into a project 

manager budget for the coordinator and ‘regular’ management and overhead allowances for the 

partners.  

 

• Living allowance and secondments: 

ESRs must travel in the EU while retaining housing in the host country. This is very costly and we 

therefore propose to increase the basic training budget for each seconded month, to cover additional 

accommodation costs.  

 
 

2. MSCA Postdocs 
 

In addition to the doctoral networks, postdoctoral fellowships (currently called individual fellowships) make 

MSCA extremely attractive to universities in Europe and world-wide. As mentioned in the LERU FP9 

paper, we strongly support both actions and recommend that these continue to be the core of MSCA 

within Horizon Europe. 

2.1.  Improving accessibility 

We are in favour of introducing a single Postdoctoral Fellowship action, without the need for any of the 

existing sub-actions (ST/CAR/RI/SE). In addition, the application of a single mobility rule would 

significantly simplify eligibility checks. 

 

2.2.  Incentives for exposure to other sectors 

LERU confirms the importance of exposure to other sectors in post-doctoral fellowship whenever 

relevant. We support the introduction of (optional) additional months to stimulate this exposure.  

It is very good that it will be allowed to spend these additional months in another organisation, but in the 

same country as the host. Exchanges in the same country avoid additional administrative burden (such 

as new visas, adhering to double taxation, local tax laws, etc.). 

LERU universities sometime experience problems when a planned time, e.g. in industry becomes 

unfeasible for some reason. We would welcome if, in the future, it would be more straightforward to 
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remove the additional time, when duly motivated and in specific circumstances, without jeopardizing the 

fellowship.  

Even though success rates of the current individual fellowships are higher than the networks, the 

evaluation system of the fellowships is challenged by the huge number of applications. LERU agrees with 

the EC that some sort of demand management would be a good way to address this.  

A first (minor) possible measure to take could be to add having a PhD to the eligibility criteria for individual 

fellowships.  

 

2.3. Years of experience 

LERU supports the limiting of the years of experience for MSCA postdoctoral fellows as a means to 
reduce the number of applications. We wish to emphasise that it is important that people who want to 
restart their research career are still able to do so. If the limit only considers the number of active years 
in research after obtaining a PhD, and hence does not take into account other experience gained 
elsewhere (e.g., industry) or career breaks (e.g., maternity leave), we believe at least 6 years after PhD 
is a reasonable limitation. 

 

2.4. Widening fellowships and possible alternatives 

 

LERU is in principle not against the current piloted widening fellowships but is not in favour of continuing 

these in the current format in Horizon Europe. The disadvantage of the current widening fellowships is 

that they are easily mistaken for ‘second class’ fellowships because 1) they are not ‘real’ MSCA 

fellowships and therefore lack the MSCA “quality stamp”; 2) they might be perceived as being only second 

rank because not selected for funding in the first place (following the MSCA call for proposals). 

In general, LERU is more in favour of strengthening the seal of excellence for MSCA fellows with high 

quality proposals that were unable to secure funding. Synergies with ESIF should be allowed to fund 

these ‘seal of excellence’ MSCA fellows. However, it is important that MSCA fellows that are awarded a 

seal of excellence, receive better guidance on where to apply for alternative funding. This is currently 

lacking and makes the seal of excellence difficult to actually ‘valorise’. 

LERU is not at all in favour of any alternative to the widening fellowships that would be funded from the 

MSCA budget. There are two main reasons for this: 1) given the grant would be provided via the MSCA 

budget makes it accessible to fellows from all countries, so it is unlikely that it will benefit widening 

countries; 2) it is likely to have a huge impact on the MSCA budget, which is already far too low.  

LERU is in favour of a brain circulation grant, that is funded through the widening part of Horizon Europe 

or via synergies with ESIF. MSCA fellows that want to do an additional year or two in a widening country 

should be able to apply for such a grant. We do not see this as an additional grant, but as an extension 

of a traditional fellowship. It should follow the ‘real’ fellowship, and should not be limited to fellows 

returning to their country of origin, but be open to all fellows who would like to spend a year in a widening 

country.  

 

3. Staff exchanges 

The interest in the funding of staff exchanges is relatively limited and the corresponding administrative 

burden is perceived to be high. In general, and as mentioned before, i.e. in the LERU FP9 paper, we 

believe that MSCA should focus its effort and budget on the fellowships and training networks. Overlap 

with the Erasmus staff exchange schemes should also be avoided. 

Suggestion for simplification 

In the current RISE set-up, the staff member unit cost must be fully used to support travel, accommodation 

and subsistence costs for the staff member during each secondment. Depending on the location of the 
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secondment, this can lead to either large additional payments to the involved staff member, or significant 

internal top-ups that have to be used by the beneficiary to cover all secondment costs. One simplification 

could be to consider the staff member unit costs as one single overall amount for all secondments, 

thereby avoiding a calculation per individual secondment.   

 

4. Synergies 

Synergies with Horizon Europe and other EU or national programmes 

The clustering of MSCA projects in thematic areas can be an efficient way to stimulate inter-project 

cooperation, joint outreach efforts and other multiplier effects. Where feasible, such clusters could also 

contribute to other thematic parts of Horizon Europe such as Missions or EIT Knowledge and Innovation 

Communities (KICs). However, such cooperation should remain voluntary, and the bottom-up character 

and independent evaluation process of the MSCA programme should be safeguarded. 

In order to stimulate alternative funding via ESIF or national funding, the Seal of Excellence (SoE) can 

be a valuable tool, specifically as currently used for the Individual Fellowships. LERU is also in favour of 

allowing alternative funding via ESIF for MSCA COFUND. The cumulative funding article in the regulation 

should allow this, as it would allow institutions from countries that currently struggle to find funding for 

COFUND to more easily participate.  

 

5. MSCA for citizens 

Though not a funding priority for LERU, we are in favour of the continued support for the European 

Researcher’s Night and the proposed extension to other science outreach events with clear EU-added 

value.  

We agree with some comments made that the proposed name ‘MSCA for citizens’ is perhaps causing 

confusion as it could be interpreted as MSCA funding for projects by citizens. Perhaps ‘MSCA and 

citizens’ would be better. 

 

6. Third-party rule 

We would very much appreciate the (re-)integration of the third-party rule in the MSCA grant agreements 

which exists for all other Horizon 2020 projects. At the moment, some LERU members experience great 

trouble with MSCA projects carried out at university hospitals because it is not possible to implement 

them via a third-party status. A change for Horizon Europe would therefore be very welcome. 

 

7. Evaluations 

A thorough and fair evaluation process should remain a focal point in Horizon Europe. This requires a 

discussion between external reviewers, quality control on the selection of reviewers and a discussion at 

panel level. In this regard, we would like to restate that a consensus meeting of the evaluators, preferably 

in person, is very important for the quality of the evaluation. If such a meeting in person is not achievable, 

a meeting using video technology could be an alternative. To avoid misunderstandings and facilitate a 

real consensus, it is important that evaluators actually talk to each other and not only communicate in 

writing.  

Although the size of the MSCA programme sets limits on the evaluation process, it may be useful to 

further investigate ERC-like evaluation mechanisms. In order to reduce the large standard deviation in 

evaluation scores of resubmissions over different years, and hence reduce the frustration of applicants, 

having the same reviewers evaluating the top 10% proposals again (or those that scored a ‘B’ in the first 

evaluation, see above) may prove to be beneficial. We understand that this would require an additional 
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time investment of the EC and reviewers, but it would reduce the frustration of those applicants who 

resubmit and hence strengthen the credibility of the evaluation process. 

 

 


