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Some thoughts about 
success & failure

• Being successful doesn’t mean to be lucky

• Good luck is welcome but does not depend on us

• There are lots of things to learn from failure

• When we succeed, there is not much to learn: success 
cannot be replicated – at least easily – it creates 
though winner’s psychology

• Success that lies upon a legacy of failures (lessons 
learnt) endures longer than success due to good luck



The role of state funding 
in R&I success

‘In the US, the onset of the biotech, nanotech 
and internet revolutions saw massive amounts 
of state funding. The radical technologies 
behind the iPhone, from GPS and touch screen 
display to the new voice-activated assistant 
application Siri, were all backed by the 
government.’
Mariana Mazzucato, ‘Hidden keys to Europe’s R&D 18/03/2013

‘Without specific targets and 
timing, it will not be possible to 
determine success (or failure), 
or measure progress towards 
success’
Mariana Mazzucato, ‘Mission-Oriented Research & 
Innovation in the EU’ 2018



Success in the context 
of EU projects

Can be defined based on:

• The number of projects you win and the amount of EU-funding secured

• The actual impact created within your organisation, the economy & society

This means that you have to: 

• Be part of successful proposal schemes

• Be part of successful projects

Which means that you have to:

• Either lead these proposals on your own

• Or be invited in other successful proposals led by a third party



The Pareto principle in 
proposal writing & 
project implementation

• 20% of the partners and/or 
people involve actually wrote the 
80% of the proposal and …

• About 80% of people involved 
shall claim that they wrote and 
won the proposal

• Similarly 80% of the project 
success may be driven by the 20% 
of the consortium

There are ways to change this:

✓Select partners carefully

✓Define clear roles/ responsibilities

✓Quantify expectations and timeline

✓Apply suitable governance and project 
management schemes



The essence of EU 
projects is all about …

COLLABORATION

Positive sum and repeated game



More money is available 
in HE and there are plenty 
of opportunities but…

• The competition is now fiercer than ever

• Failure rates are high – same high is a risk 
aversion attitude among participants

• All in all: the timing for entering the field is both 
good and bad



So … what is to be 
done?

• Celebrate the many opportunities?

• Mourn for the low success rate?

• Do both?

• Do nothing?



Some findings

• Increase in the complexity of the funding 
instruments and the need for acquiring a wide 
understanding of cross-cutting issues (related to 
impacts, research priorities in connection to regional, national and 
European policy aspects)

• Researchers face increased pressure to successfully 
lead or participate in projects 

• Research managers and systematic approaches to 
research management are increasingly being 
adopted (Research managers are essential to a healthy research culture’, Nature, 07/07/2021)

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01823-0


Proposals evaluation:
Anecdotal evidence

Evaluation Summary Reports (ESR)



Evaluation results:
Rough interpretation

Evaluation criterion
Proposal

Excellence Impact Implementation

Proposal 1: Strong technical part - Impact 
‘neglected’

4.5-5.0 3.0-3.5 4.0-4.5

Proposal 2: Good but indifferent 3.0-3.5 3.0-4.0 3.0-4.0

Proposal 3: Strong proposal writing skills
but relatively weak S&T competence

3.5 4.5 4.0

Proposal 4: Clearly weak proposal <3.5 <3.5 <3.0

Proposal 5: Clear winning signal 4.5-5.0 4.5-5.0 4.5-5.0



A Call of 2016…





A year earlier …





What happened?

• There have been changes and improvements in all 
aspects: 

✓the core idea

✓the consortium 

✓the proposal

• Did they justify the change in the score from 9.00 to 
14.00?



What happened?

• A more convincing story? 

• A better consortium? 

• A change in the evaluators’ attitudes? 

• Lobbying - politics?

• Good luck?

• All of the above? 

No one can tell for sure!



Hope for the best…

… but you may get the 
worst

Some times things go from 
bad to worse …





Here comes the 
worse… 





Again the question: 
What happened?

• There have been changes and improvements in all 
aspects: the core idea, the consortium, the proposal

• But how did it ended up in a change of the score from 
10.50 to 6.50?

• Hmmm…



And a more recent 
example…













Take away messages

• Both success and failure are part of the game

• One needs to learn from them, dedicating resources systematically 

• This needs time and probably concessions in the personal / family life

• Your introduction to Horizon Europe in a General Information Day may 
be the start of a long journey!

• Learning by being taught is not enough – it needs hands-on practice

• And above all: one needs to get networked at national and European 
level



Take away messages: 
Build your own network!

• Get networked with peers and people with complementary profiles 
independently on your position within scientific, research or business 
domains 

• Long-lasting relationships help a lot! Particularly in shaping concepts, 
sharing the risk of proposal preparation and enjoying working together

• But when building consortia, you probably need competences/ expertise 
outside your network. Finding and securing the right partners per 
project proposal is also essential!

• A team needs time to be built and effort to become and remain 
productive



Food for thought 
and Q&A
- What is your strategy and 

plan towards success?

- What have you learned form 

your failures?

- How much do you afford to 

keep failing?

- How well networked you are 

and you can become?



Thank you!

Teşekkür ederim!
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