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Marie Curie Fellowships 
the Fellows’ perspective 

Darren Price 
MCnet Employability Training Event 

CERN, November 22nd ’16 
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My profile: Intra-European Fellow 

Applied for an EU Marie Curie “Intra-European Fellowship” (now part of the 
“Individual Fellowship” programme) as part of the FP7 2012 call 
(Disclaimer: It’s been a while since I applied – I tried to update to current terminology, but some old language may slip through) 

 
Was a PDRA at US university, first based in the US, then based in CERN.  
 
British citizen, applied to UK university. 

§  Host institute chosen for scientific reasons 
§  Mobility rules restrict where fellowship can be taken up, UK might have been disallowed 

but I had been out of the country for sufficiently long so this was fine 
§  Effective mechanism to bring me back to Europe 

 
Had been working on an area completely separate from that of my PhD, while 
maintaining some involvement in the PhD area.  
 
Fellowship gave me the opportunity to shift this second area from “something I 
am learning” to “something I am leading – pushing forward with new ideas” 
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Mobility requirements and eligibility 

First thing to do (now, or at least 4—5 months out) is check participant portal: 
https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/opportunities/h2020/topics/msca-if-2017.html 

 
Check if you can apply, and where you 
can apply (will affect your planning) 
 
Look at “Topic conditions and documents”  
(hidden away a bit, but very important)  
All documents worth a read, but hierarchy of 
information very bad on that website.  
 
Most important: 

§  Guide for Applicants 
§  Proposal template 
§  Evaluation criteria 

 
Guide for applicants not currently available for 2017 
call, go here for now: 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/
h2020/other/guides_for_applicants/h2020-guide-
appl-msca-if_en.pdf 
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Finding a supervisor / host institution 

Choose this with your primary idea in mind, or this can be worked on with a 
host institution directly. 
§  For me, host institution made sense as it had the right combination of people/expertise to 

complement what I had in mind to do.  
§  I doubt a good host will come out of nowhere: likely you have a good reason to want to go 

there from your current experiences: personal contacts, papers, conferences? If not, start 
networking! 

§  Choice of supervisor/host threaded throughout the proposal so much easier to motivate if this 
is a natural fit 

 
Either way, after identifying someone, and the initial idea, think about further 
links with institution and iterate on proposal: 
§  Ask your potential supervisor who else works on X Y and Z related areas at the host?  
§  What do you need training in to be able to succeed? 
§  What technical support do you need and can the host provide? 
§  Does anyone at the institute have experience you can point to credibly to feed into proposal?  
§  Expand collaborations: what skills/experience that you have that feature as part of your 

proposal do you have which you might be able to provide to work with someone there?  
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Preparing the application 

How long to write? 
§  I started seriously thinking about the proposal about three months before the 

deadline (ideas rattling around in my head before that).  
§  Writing took about 3 weeks for the first iteration of the main research proposal + 

other sections: multiple iterations needed! 
§  There are more sections than just the thing you think of as the “research proposal” 

and getting these important parts also written well will take longer than you think! 

 
Other advice 
§  Read “Guide For Applicants” so you have an good idea of what needs writing well 

ahead of time, so at least you can think about it. 
§  Can find guidance and examples online, also your institute may have examples of 

previous successful proposals (I am happy to share mine with attendees of this workshop) 
§  For research idea, think in terms of what your overall goal is going to be.  

§  What the sub-tasks are to get there (considering different directions things could go) 
§  How do these map onto training needed, milestones, and deliverables 
§  A preliminary GAANT chart at this stage might help show how these things fit together 
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Preparing the application: writing 
“Guide for applicants”: follow subheadings precisely 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/other/guides_for_applicants/h2020-guide-appl-msca-if_en.pdf 

 
Proposal template is online: stick to it (headings, layout, margins, font) 

§  Do not let your proposal get shredded on a technicality 
§  Make it easy for reviewers to find what they want to find, with standard formats 
§  Don’t overdo it with bold, italic, and underlining (too much has the opposite effect of what you are trying to achieve) 

 
Make use of allowed page limits (i.e. don’t use half the space allowed, 90% fine!) 

§  This doesn’t mean: fill it up with nonsense if you’re short 
§  This does mean: if you are short this should be an alarm bell you might have 

missed something 
§  Contra: remove unnecessary verbosity 

 
Pay attention to “Evaluation criteria” document for what the evaluators are looking for. 
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Final	
  states	
  and	
  selec3ng	
  events	
  

Need to pass a threshold for each section individually, and then weighted 
average score used to rank proposals 

§  Getting or not getting a fellowship can come down to 0.1/5.0 thresholds 
§  Cannot afford to let one subsection slip 
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Preparing the application: writing 
Use templates online, follow subheadings precisely 
	
  
Evaluators see this… 
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Preparing the application: writing 
Use templates online, follow subheadings precisely 
	
  
Evaluators see this… 

… which is more likely to lose marks? 

Implementation: 
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Etiam dapibus justo non condimentum 
tincidunt. Fusce sodales elementum odio in commodo. Vestibulum ante ipsum primis in faucibus 
orci luctus et ultrices posuere cubilia Curae; Nullam vel mauris pellentesque, placerat metus id, 
malesuada lacus. Maecenas non leo pellentesque, maximus odio eget, luctus tellus. Duis tempor 
posuere lorem, non dignissim ligula posuere consequat. Sed porttitor metus in tellus volutpat, ac 
commodo nisi vulputate. Nullam molestie congue lacus a ullamcorper.  
Maecenas bibendum felis vel diam volutpat accumsan. Integer pretium facilisis enim quis 
rhoncus. Cras pulvinar lectus et fringilla volutpat. Integer vel massa massa. Integer varius elit 
justo, porta scelerisque mi ultricies eu. Aliquam erat volutpat. Donec laoreet, dolor ultrices 
tincidunt suscipit, ex justo efficitur mi, non aliquam lacus metus ac felis. Nam accumsan est ut 
malesuada lacinia. Sed volutpat purus vel fringilla faucibus. Quisque sollicitudin sed orci vel 
dictum. Sed urna ante, consequat at est vitae, varius euismod dui. Vestibulum tempor nunc nibh, 
sit amet tincidunt augue suscipit sit amet. Quisque a posuere nibh. Nunc scelerisque nisl id eros 
ullamcorper, non feugiat erat efficitur.  
Aliquam vel placerat massa. In a blandit mauris, eu efficitur nisl. Cum sociis natoque penatibus et 
magnis dis parturient montes, nascetur ridiculus mus. Aliquam lectus libero, hendrerit ac 
bibendum mollis, dapibus non quam. Mauris libero libero, pellentesque at ultrices eu, gravida sed 
velit. Maecenas facilisis ac felis quis commodo. Sed commodo, erat sit amet mattis bibendum, 
dolor ligula semper eros, viverra convallis nulla enim non enim. Donec pulvinar a erat non 
congue. Maecenas et risus dictum, elementum libero vel, convallis enim. Cras metus magna, 
maximus facilisis dui nec, placerat laoreet massa. Curabitur sit amet eros posuere, lacinia sapien 
ac, tristique neque.  
Donec malesuada, justo at egestas iaculis, ligula enim bibendum turpis, vel blandit erat ipsum at 
est. Nulla nec congue tellus. Vestibulum ac luctus orci. Cras tortor ex, pharetra sed velit vel, 
vulputate efficitur purus. Maecenas a eros est. Nullam et nunc feugiat, auctor arcu vitae, aliquam 
urna. Integer aliquet suscipit ex sed elementum. Etiam tristique vitae nulla at aliquam.  
 

Implementation: 
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Etiam dapibus justo non condimentum 
tincidunt. Fusce sodales elementum odio in commodo. Vestibulum ante ipsum primis in faucibus orci 
luctus et ultrices posuere cubilia Curae; Nullam vel mauris pellentesque, placerat metus id, malesuada 
lacus.  
 
Quality of infrastructure / facilities and international collaborations of host 
Maecenas bibendum felis vel diam volutpat accumsan. Integer pretium facilisis enim quis rhoncus. Cras 
pulvinar lectus et fringilla volutpat. Integer vel massa massa. Integer varius elit justo, porta scelerisque mi 
ultricies eu. Aliquam erat volutpat. Donec laoreet, dolor ultrices tincidunt suscipit, ex justo efficitur mi, 
non aliquam lacus metus ac felis. Nam accumsan est ut malesuada lacinia. Sed volutpat purus vel 
fringilla faucibus. Quisque sollicitudin sed orci vel dictum. Sed urna ante, consequat at est vitae, varius 
euismod dui.  
 
Practical arrangements for the implementation and management of research project 
Quisque a posuere nibh. Nunc scelerisque nisl id eros ullamcorper, non feugiat erat efficitur.  
Aliquam vel placerat massa. In a blandit mauris, eu efficitur nisl. Cum sociis natoque penatibus et magnis 
dis parturient montes, nascetur ridiculus mus. Aliquam lectus libero, hendrerit ac bibendum mollis, 
dapibus non quam. Mauris libero libero, pellentesque at ultrices eu, gravida sed velit. Maecenas facilisis 
ac felis quis commodo. Sed commodo, erat sit amet mattis bibendum, dolor ligula semper eros, viverra 
convallis nulla enim non enim. Donec pulvinar a erat non congue.  
 
Feasibility and credibility of the project, including work plan 
Maecenas et risus dictum, elementum libero vel, convallis enim. Cras metus magna, maximus facilisis 
dui nec, placerat laoreet massa. Curabitur sit amet eros posuere, lacinia sapien ac, tristique neque.  
Donec malesuada, justo at egestas iaculis, ligula enim bibendum turpis, vel blandit erat ipsum at est. 
Nulla nec congue tellus. Vestibulum ac luctus orci. Cras tortor ex, pharetra sed velit vel, vulputate 
efficitur purus. Maecenas a eros est. Nullam et nunc feugiat, auctor arcu vitae, aliquam urna. Integer 
aliquet suscipit ex sed elementum. Etiam tristique vitae nulla at aliquam.  
 



10	
  
M

arie C
urie Fellow

ship
s – D

arren P
rice – N

ov 2
2

nd 2
0
1
6
 

Preparing the application: writing 
What to put in each subsection? 
	
  

Guidance for Applicants online 
gives you exactly what you need 
to include in each subsection! 
 
 
Don’t be afraid of mentioning some 
point in multiple sub-sections if it 
helps address a particular aspect. 
 
 
Don’t rely on evaluators to give you the 
benefit of the doubt that what you 
mentioned in defence of section 1.2 
should also apply to section 3.1 without 
you saying so! 
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Preparing the application: CV 
	
  

Things to definitely include:  
(significant) prizes; fellowships; presentations (at conferences / workshops); 
organisation; funding; refereeing; public engagement; leadership or positions of 
responsibility; supervision/mentoring; publications.  
 
Give context:  

§  Publications: what your role was, and why it was an important paper, or relevant for this 
proposal. (Keep this brief, one line) 

§  Leadership positions: if you had some leadership position / responsibility, what was the 
meaning of the role, how many people led, what were the big achievements etc. 

 
Do not be overly fancy – keep fonts/margins/headings etc. as per rest of template 
 
Don’t dilute proper achievements with irrelevancies (e.g. working in a shoe shop, high 
school grades, 2nd prize in a national poster competition, etc.)  
 
Have it read well: clarity of organisation and clarity of words helps! 
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What you write / supervisor writes 
	
  

Tends to be a sliding scale of responsibility, rather than all one or the other, but 
things more in the hand of the supervisor are: 
 
Excellence: 
§  Quality of the supervision and of the integration in the team/institution 
§  Appropriateness of the management structure and procedures, including risk management 
§  Appropriateness of the institutional environment (infrastructure) 

 
Quality and Efficiency of the Implementation: 
§  Appropriateness of the management structure and procedures, including risk management 
§  Appropriateness of the institutional environment (infrastructure) 

 
But be involved in discussions about these bits of the application and iterate. 
 
Similarly, supervisor should iterate with you on the other parts!  
e.g. for dissemination/PE/training, may be able to advise on existing mechanisms/
resources 



13	
  
M

arie C
urie Fellow

ship
s – D

arren P
rice – N

ov 2
2

nd 2
0
1
6
 

Preparing the application: excellence 
 

Critical things to get across: 
 

§  Give an overview to demonstrate you understand the landscape in which your 
research sits, and to give context to evaluator 

§  Very clearly state the intermediate and end goals, how will you get there? 
§  What are the milestones/deliverables at each point 

§  will you achieve a technical goal  
(make some prototype / implement a new algorithm)? 

§  conference presentations? 
§  publications (when, on what subject?) 

§  Bring out what is innovative/novel 
§  Always try and evidence why you are the person to do this based on 

experience/publications, or why being at the host will fill this gap (training) 
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Preparing the application: impact 
	
  
Impact on your career:  
Both the competencies you will gain, and also how the fellowship will advance you towards a 
permanent position 
 
Benefit to the European Research community? 
Discuss potential or ongoing collaborations that will be developed with this, what you bring that is 
complementary from your current institute. Develop new links between EU and rest of the world? 
 

Data Management / Open Science: 
Will need to appreciate how to publish your outputs: publication in Open Access journals, 
publication of data itself, code, and re-use 
 

Public Engagement: 
Try to think beyond the surface level, easy to spot when lip service is being paid to this. Think 
about meaningful ways in which your research can be disseminated, good if it can be integrated 
into ongoing activities. Think about audiences, how you will assess. 
 

Direct impact: 
If the research has a tangible and direct benefit to society, or spin-offs, patents… say so! Be 
creative: perhaps this can be through training initiatives, not just single-handedly solving poverty. 
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Preparing the application: implementation 
	
  

You may have one or more ultimate goals: are these independent, or do they 
rely on each other? 
 
Construct ‘work packages’ of coherent challenges/questions that need to be 
addressed: 

§  What are the milestones, objectives, and deliverables (outputs) of each? 
§  How do they feed in to one another? 
§  What training is necessary to accomplish them, when, and from who? 
§  How do the timelines fit together, is at achievable? 
§  What do you do if something doesn’t work, the outcome unexpected, or the 

research landscape changes under you? 
 
GAANT charts a really good way of thinking about these aspects, and 
presenting the plan to the evaluators. 
 
Don’t just make up GAANT charts a posteriori, then it is a waste of time for you 
and the reviewers. Use it as a tool for thinking about your plan. Be realistic. 
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Preparing the application: training 
	
  

Obvious things to include are the distinct things you will need to learn to carry 
out the work packages. 
 
Things to also consider to include (might not consider them ‘training’ but they are): 
 

§  Technical skills related to project but also more general  
(e.g. Monte Carlo / ‘data science’ / hardware / grid computing ) 
§  Identify key things you are learning that tie into milestones / objectives of research proposal 

§  Grant preparation 
§  Project management 
§  Supervision/mentoring opportunities 
§  Will you be able to learn about financial management of the grant? 
§  Conference/training event organisation 
§  Conference talks / public engagement 
§  Include institutional training courses that might be offered  

e.g. unconscious bias / public speaking / leadership / teaching 
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Implementing the fellowship: impact on career 
§  Learn new skills, more publications, broadened horizons 
§  Substantial travel allowance / expenses: provides freedom 
§  Experience with grant writing very valuable 
§  Enhanced CV, bringing in modest grant funding, independent research position 
§  “Success breeds success” 
 
Fellowship allows you to learn new skills, get experience, but should be two way: 
you should be bringing something substantial too – use time to start new initiatives, 
new collaborations, explore new ideas. 
 
Don’t just use as a standard postdoc position: you have independence 
Should be able to look back on it and point to where you drove things forward, new 
ideas, leadership, if you want to use this as a stepping stone for other grants in future.  
 

Don’t “sleepwalk” your way through it.  
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Implementing the fellowship 
…the time goes by very quickly: make the most of it 
Bear in mind one year after starting, you’re going to be applying for other jobs, grants – 
that first year needs impact, demonstrable outputs, need a Good Idea for next grant – 
need to hit the ground running into the fellowship. 

§  First year gave me demonstrable outputs and good ideas that led to the next (one 
successful, two unsuccessful) grants  

§  Achieved about ¾ of what I said I would do in the grant, mainly because  
a)  things took a bit longer than expected 
b)  found out things that made a different direction of the end of the project more 

scientifically interesting (could motivate link to project in reporting, so ok!) 
 
Something to consider… 
Grant applications give you the opportunity to sit and think about and structure the next n years of 
your research life. Hard to justify to yourself the time spent doing this in other circumstances – 
think of this as an opportunity, not a chore.  
 
Don’t underestimate the impact a well-thought out proposal has on your future research, even if 
you are unsuccessful in a particular application.  
 
Future applications also easier, and comes up in job interviews. Don’t let the first time you think 
about what you are going to be doing 5 years from now be in the interview room. 
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Implementing the fellowship: EC reporting	
  

If awarded the fellowship you will need to submit periodic, mid-term and final 
reports. 
 
Very important to take seriously and submit, also makes sure you are on track. 
Worry about this once you have the fellowship… 
 
Keep good records as you go along about any outcomes:  

§  training,  
§  presentations (working, public, conferences),  
§  outreach/public engagement events (audience / size / where / when),  
§  publications,  
§  professional development,  
§  conference/workshop organisation  

Will help later for a lot of things, not just this fellowship.  
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Summary	
  

My Marie Curie fellowship made a huge difference to me. 
 
Thoughts for applicants: 
§  Research idea:  

§  Give yourself time to plan what you will do 
Think of this as an opportunity, not a chore. 

§  Writing:  
§  Make things easy for yourself and reviewers: follow the “Guidance for 

applicants” template closely to make sure you cover all the key points. 
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Summary	
  

My Marie Curie fellowship made a huge difference to me. 
 
Thoughts for applicants: 
§  Research idea:  

§  Give yourself time to plan what you will do 
Think of this as an opportunity, not a chore. 

§  Writing:  
§  Make things easy for yourself and reviewers: follow the “Guidance for 

applicants” template closely to make sure you cover all the key points. 
  
All the different bits of the proposal might seem overwhelming. Don’t try to 
tackle everything at once. Make sure you have some good science first. 
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Summary	
  

My Marie Curie fellowship made a huge difference to me. 
 
Thoughts for applicants: 
§  Research idea:  

§  Give yourself time to plan what you will do 
Think of this as an opportunity, not a chore. 

§  Writing:  
§  Make things easy for yourself and reviewers: follow the “Guidance for 

applicants” template closely to make sure you cover all the key points. 
  
All the different bits of the proposal might seem overwhelming. Don’t try to 
tackle everything at once. Make sure you have some good science first. 
 

You might think that you’re not good enough, or you don’t have a 
chance. Everyone does. Give it a go. You are your harshest critic. 
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Summary	
  

My Marie Curie fellowship made a huge difference to me. 
 
Thoughts for applicants: 
§  Research idea:  

§  Give yourself time to plan what you will do 
Think of this as an opportunity, not a chore. 

§  Writing:  
§  Make things easy for yourself and reviewers: follow the “Guidance for 

applicants” template closely to make sure you cover all the key points. 
  
All the different bits of the proposal might seem overwhelming. Don’t try to 
tackle everything at once. Make sure you have some good science first. 
 

You might think that you’re not good enough, or you don’t have a 
chance. Everyone does. Give it a go. You are your harshest critic. 

Thanks for listening!  
Please feel free to ask questions! 
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Backup	
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Evaluation 
Some strengths and weaknesses fed back to me	
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Evaluation 
Some strengths and weaknesses fed back to me	
  


