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The Guild’s position paper on Excellence  
initiatives 

Introduction 

Universities drive the knowledge economy and are 
integral to Europe’s ambition to help lead global ef-
forts to address key societal and scientific chal-
lenges. At a time when other major economies are 
investing heavily in their universities, it is essential 
that the EU takes decisive steps to ensure that aca-
demic institutions in Europe retain their position 
amongst the best in the world. In addition to na-
tional initiatives to strengthen excellence among 
universities, we call on the EU to complement 
these by strengthening excellence throughout the 
European Union.  Excellence initiatives should pur-
sue three complementary objectives:  

• scale up existing activities to reach a leading 
position globally and support the next genera-
tion of excellent R&I networks;  

• support the institutional development of uni-
versities as they seek to become more compet-
itive and advance in areas such as Open Sci-
ence, interdisciplinarity, and articulating the 
societal value of science;  

• address the research and innovation (R&I) di-
vide in Europe by supporting the best institu-
tions to develop strategies for building on ex-
cellence and delivering on it.  

Following discussions amongst the leaderships of 
Guild universities and working groups, The Guild 
presents recommendations for Excellence initia-
tives, Horizon Europe’s new instrument, through 
three funding streams. 

Recommendations 

1. Create European knowledge hubs  

The Guild calls for the creation of pan-European 
knowledge/excellence hubs in strategic areas to 
foster cooperation among the best research teams 
in Europe. By joining scientific efforts across disci-
plines these hubs would ensure Europe's leader-
ship in addressing major global challenges, particu-
larly in areas of utmost importance such as climate 
change.   

It is important knowledge hubs develop through 
close links to Europe’s universities. Consortia of 
universities and research performing organisations 
would lead these hubs, selected on the basis of ex-
cellence. These would focus on ways to gather Eu-
rope’s top researchers and support the next gener-
ation of research talent also beyond Europe. This 
could be achieved by providing, for example, ac-
cess to European researchers through visiting fel-
lowships, joint projects, and joint PhD opportuni-
ties. It is crucial to provide long-term funding to al-
low these bottom-up hubs to flourish.  
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The objective should be to create synergies and 
scale up the activities of, for example, European 
Universities or other existing R&I partnerships, but 
at the same time enable new scientific networks 
open to the best scholars in the field to be estab-
lished. The scheme would help pool resources in 
specific areas to strengthen efforts already under 
way in different parts of Europe. The added value 
of knowledge hubs would be in bringing excellent 
research teams together (physically and/or virtu-
ally) and therefore overcoming the often frag-
mented and project-based networks currently in 
place. Horizon Europe funding coupled with Struc-
tural funds and the InvestEU programme would 
give a meaningful boost to the R&I landscape in the 
next framework period and, in doing so, support 
the commitments set by the European Research 
Area. 

2. Support the institutional development of  
universities across Europe  

The Guild calls for strengthening universities by ac-
celerating institutional changes in areas such as 
Open Science, science communication, interdisci-
plinarity, innovation capacity, digitalisation, doc-
toral education, and post-doctoral capacity build-
ing.  These measures would act as an investment in 
ERA-related capacities across Europe. In addition, 
training for researchers and supervisors on re-
searchers’ career development could be sup-
ported, including training for research manage-
ment staff.  

This scheme would build on the success of the 
SWAFS instrument and create links between the 
European Research Area and the European Higher 
Education Area. Universities could use these 
measures to reinforce their own R&I strengths and 
develop capacity building measures in collabora-
tion with partners.  

The calls for the capacity building projects should 
be complementary to other funding opportunities 
addressing similar objectives, such as the European 
University initiative.  In doing so they would sup-
port universities in a comprehensive way to create 
innovative environments for education and re-
search.  

3. Strengthen R&I excellence in Widening  
countries  

Excellence initiatives in the Widening Participation 
pillar of Horizon Europe would act as an important 
lever to move from (a) success in funding instru-
ments with a strong regional basis for allocation 
(such as Structural funds and Widening instru-
ments in Horizon 2020) to (b) success in Horizon 
Europe instruments where excellence is the core 
determinant. To achieve meaningful impact, Excel-
lence initiatives should target institutions that have 
already demonstrated strong capacity to compete 
for excellence-based funding and in turn make 
Widening instruments for those institutions redun-
dant in the future. At the same time, the EU cannot 
overcome the R&I divide on its own. It is essential 
that all countries in the EU fulfil their commitment 
to invest 3% of GDP in research and innovation. The 
Excellence initiatives would include: 

Support for bottom-up institutional strategies to 
improve success in Horizon Europe  

It is important to acknowledge the diversity of the 
EU-13 R&I landscape by helping universities and re-
search organisations in Widening countries de-
velop long-term strategies based on their starting 
positions and national R&I systems, with the aim of 
improving performance in excellence-based com-
petition. These institutional strategies could have 
the following objectives: 

• strengthen research excellence and capacity to 
attract international researchers; 

• improve managerial and administrative capac-
ity in excellence-based funding;  

• foster internationalisation in areas such as re-
cruitment, co-authored publications, PhD mo-
bility; 

• enhance collaborative R&I networks with top-
performing organisations in excellence-based 
funding with the objective of developing joint 
proposals;  

• develop a set of clear objectives in Framework 
Programme grant capture, such as the share of 
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projects with a coordinator role, the number of 
ERC grants, participation in partnerships, etc. 

Promote structural reforms at an institutional 
level 

Competition under the Excellence initiatives could 
act as an incentive for universities and research or-
ganisations, to introduce new governance models 
which better support a competitive research envi-
ronment, or support institutions that have under-
gone such changes. These models could include 
greater cooperation across disciplines and encour-
age strategic decision-making within the institu-
tion. In addition, the institutional setting for re-
search might benefit from restructuring and mod-
ernising the faculty system and moving towards 
greater professionalisation in administration and 
university management positions. Also, further in-
vestment in research support structures in Widen-
ing countries could have a positive effect on retain-
ing domestic talent and obtaining projects that at-
tract top-level researchers.  

An opportunity to improve management and gov-
ernance structures in universities in Widening 
countries would distinguish Excellence initiatives as 
an instrument with real potential to link geograph-
ically based funding with excellence-based funding 
in Horizon Europe. 

Contribute to the development of the European 
Research Area   

As several Member States have introduced na-
tional excellence initiatives to make their universi-
ties more competitive worldwide, it is important to 
ensure the EU added value of funding Excellence 
initiatives at the European level. In doing so, it is 
essential to build on lessons learned from ongoing 
national experiences and ensure that institutional 
strategies funded under Horizon Europe demon-
strate a clear commitment to advance progress 
made in implementing the European Research 
Area (ERA) priorities.  

As part of their strategies, applicants should 
demonstrate that their activities contribute to the 
advancement of ERA goals, including Open Science, 
gender equality and mobility of researchers.  Also, 
the Commission should promote the participation 

of Widening countries in projects that give input to 
policy design at EU and national level to ensure the 
relevance of the project results to the whole of Eu-
rope.  

Maximise opportunities for co-funding between 
national and EU Structural funds 
 

Building research excellence in few selected insti-
tutions must not be a one-off exercise. Therefore, 
a strong commitment from the national and re-
gional government is essential. Universities should 
be able to focus on research and innovation in ar-
eas where they have a comparative advantage, 
preferably already reflected in national and re-
gional strategies. Policy objectives prioritised at na-
tional level should reinforce these efforts (e.g., pro-
motion of internationalisation, interaction with in-
dustry, teaching quality, opportunities for early-ca-
reer researchers, etc.).  

Many EU-13 countries have funded new centres of 
excellence or research infrastructure through 
Structural Funds, but now need to fully exploit 
these pockets of excellence by attracting interna-
tional researchers and investment into the regional 
ecosystems. Therefore, it is recommended to find 
synergies with broader national and regional R&I 
strategies.  To ensure self-sustainability, the 
scheme should be supported by complementary 
national or regional funding – for example, by in-
troducing a match-funding prerequisite during the 
period of Horizon Europe funding, as well as a com-
mitment to ensure the sustainability of reforms 
and initiatives beyond the envisaged funding pe-
riod. Additionally, national and regional policymak-
ers should ensure complementarity between calls 
for Structural Funds and the Excellence initiatives. 

Support open competition and evaluation by  
international experts  

Excellence initiatives should be based on the open 
competition of universities across Widening coun-
tries that have a demonstrable track record of ex-
cellence. In this way, the Excellence initiatives can 
build on solid foundations, and a European ‘excel-
lence’ label can serve as a brand of distinction for 
successful applicants. For this reason, The Guild 
recommends building on previous success in 
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Framework Programmes grant capture: engage-
ment and success in Framework Programmes is a 
common denominator shared by all EU institutions, 
and it is independent of criteria that change from 
one ranking to the next. Eligibility criteria should in-
clude the top 10% of the most successful institu-
tions nationally, as well as those ranked in the top 
10% in Widening countries overall in order to avoid 
any disadvantages to smaller Member States. 
Equally important, limiting the scope of eligible ap-
plicants would enable a high-quality evaluation 
process with sufficient time to assess the merit of 
each institution. Evaluation should be based on a 
peer review system including on-site visits by 

international experts, including from outside the 
EU. It is essential for this panel of experts to be fa-
miliarized with EU funding instruments and the na-
tional R&I context. 

Additionally, the competition should allow institu-
tions to submit individual or joint proposals whilst 
at the same time encouraging the participation of 
non-academic organisations as partners.  Accord-
ing to their specific needs, applicants should be 
able to formulate their own performance indica-
tors (KPIs) to be evaluated during the review pro-
cess, and the strategy for reaching these goals.  
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