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Abstract:  

Currently most public research is funded by project-based grant schemes and applying for these is an essential 
part of most researchers’ jobs. Researchers are therefore in a rather unique situation that many other professions 
do not experience, needing to seek out funding by themselves. The need to seek out funding creates certain 
problems and through the years many complaints have been levied against the system, such as the time 
consuming nature of the applications and the very low success rate for the schemes. Even though there have 
been many unofficial complaints, there has been little documentation of what scientists perceive as problematic 
with the system. This study’s goal was to ascertain more clearly what exactly researchers thought was 
problematic about the current system, as well as to elucidate potential improvements. Through neutrally 
positioned semi-structured interviews with researchers from all over Europe data was gathered and put through 
a social science interview coding process. The results revealed that researchers were very negatively posed 
towards the funding system in general, with four times as many negative statements as positive ones, even after 
being prompted for positive ones. Some of the largest issues were seen as the unstable nature of the review 
process, the low success rates across the board and the time consuming nature of applications. The largest wished 
improvement was a change in the grant money distribution towards smaller and more accessible grants that were 
available to a greater number of scientists. Other improvements frequently mentioned included a stronger base 
salary, more flexible deadlines, greater support in seeking out and applying for grants, simpler application 
processes and a system change to a lottery model. This study found that there is not one clear solution to the 
problems that researchers are having with the funding system. The problems are diverse and so must the solutions 
be in order to ameliorate the situation. Further research should investigate the feasibility of implementing a more 
comprehensive system fix in order to enable researchers to be innovative.  
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Summary:   

Currently most public research is funded by project-based grant schemes and applying for these is an 
essential part of most researchers’ jobs. Researchers are therefore in a rather unique situation that many 
other professions do not experience, needing to seek out funding by themselves. The need to seek out 
funding creates certain problems and through the years many complaints have been levied against the 
system, such as the time-consuming nature of the applications and the very low success rate for the 
schemes. Even though there have been many unofficial complaints, there has been little documentation of 
what scientists perceive as problematic with the system. This study’s goal was to ascertain more clearly 
what exactly researchers thought was problematic about the current system, as well as to elucidate 
potential improvements. The method used in this study was semi-structured interviews, meaning that the 
interviewees were not asking too many specific questions and had the ability to talk about what they 
wished within the subject. The results revealed that researchers were very negatively posed towards the 
funding system in general, with four times as many negative statements as positive ones, even after being 
prompted for positive ones. Some of the largest issues were seen as the unstable nature of the review 
process, the low success rates across the board and the time-consuming nature of applications. The largest 
wished improvement was a change in the grant money distribution towards smaller and more accessible 
grants that were available to a greater number of scientists. Other improvements frequently mentioned 
included a stronger base salary, more flexible deadlines, greater support in seeking out and applying for 
grants, simpler application processes and a system change to a lottery model. This study found that there 
is not one clear solution to the problems that researchers are having with the funding system. The problems 
are diverse and so must the solutions be in order to ameliorate the situation. Further research should 
investigate the feasibility of implementing a more comprehensive system fix in order to enable researchers 
to be innovative. 
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1. Introduction 

As the world considers how to move towards a better tomorrow and how to live more sustainably, 
research is more needed than ever. Particularly vital is research into sustainability and how to overcome 
issues inherited by previous generations such as global warming and acidification. In order to do this 
researchers are expected to be innovative and productive. However, as with most systems there are 
issues present in the production of scientific knowledge by researchers. This study deals with one of 
these perceived issues, namely the scientific funding system.  

Research in Europe has historically been funded by university institutions that received money 
from the state as well as other sources. As time went on this started to no longer be the case. Research 
started to be funded directly via the state to projects, bypassing the university institutions almost entirely 
(Stephan, 1996). In this project-based system it became the researchers’ task to seek out funding. This 
meant that applying for external funds for research became a part of their job. The system shifted over 
time and nowadays university research is mostly funded by public money allocated in a grant style 
system where researchers have to apply to get money for their projects. These grants are distributed via 
agencies set up specifically to distribute them and this means that most research, and thus also 
researchers, is funded externally. The shift over time towards project-based science was coupled with 
an increasingly active private sector in research and development (R&D), as the share of private funding 
in R&D has risen over the years to generally overtake public funding (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, 2019). The situation where most research funding is provided by external 
financiers in a competitive setting has led to increasing pressure on scientists to “perform” by getting 
grants and publishing high-impact papers, as this generally is the only way of securing future grants, as 
well as often being a requirement for permanent positions. Getting grants is perceived as being 
productive and competent while bringing prestige and money to the institution. (Archer, 
2008;  Hornbostel et al. 2009; van den Besselaar & Sandström, 2016). It has even gone far enough to 
the point where researchers are paid based on their individual performance in this matter (Rikap, C. & 
Harari-Kermadec, H. 2020). 

Research grants can come from state-run agencies, private organizations or even supranational 
bodies. Some prominent examples include the European Research Council (ERC) which is an extension 
of the European Union Commission, various national research bodies such as the Swedish Research 
Council (VR) and the National Science Foundation (NSF) in the US, as well as national and 
international foundations and organizations. The grants vary in size and prestige, as well as the success 
rate for researchers applying. However, with research moving towards a more grant-based model, 
competition for these grants have increased dramatically (de Jong & Muhonen, 2020). At the same time 
the universities’ desire for researchers who bring in these grants have also increased (Hoening, 2018). 
The success rate remains low, especially for ERC grants where the chance of success is roughly 12.6% 
(European Commission 2018, Moagăr-Poladian et al., 2017). The competitive grant-based model is 
supposed to target the best researchers and the best research projects (Langfeldt et al. 2015), and to raise 
general scientific productivity, as well as research publications. However, the evidence that it targets 
the best research is very uncertain. There are some studies claiming that researchers who receive 
external funding generally outperform those who do not (Stephan, 2012). At the same time, other studies 
have found no significant difference in the number of citations between projects receiving external 
funding and those who do not (Sandström, U. 2009; Benavente, J. M. et al. 2012). It has also been 
pointed out that too much competition is dysfunctional since it takes away time and effort from research 
(Auranen and Nieminen, 2010)   

 One of the main issues that has been raised very consistently are the very low success rates for 
grant applications across the board (Kotarski, 2016; Abbott and Schiermeier, 2019; Boyack, 2018). 
These low success rates are there despite the fact that most of the applications are above the threshold 
of what is considered “good”, for example 68% of the proposals at the NSF were considered meritorious 
but only 21% of the applications got approved (National Science Board, 2013). In addition to this, career 
grants, which are meant to help young scientists in the early stages of their career, have almost no 
predictive validity. This means that there was no significant difference found between the grant awarded 
scientist and the best performing unsuccessful researchers when looking at performance further on in 
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their careers (van den Besselaar & Sandström, 2015). This essentially means that the review processes 
for both regular grants and career grants are not working optimally to say the least, and many proposals 
that have scientific value and thus the potential to get funded do not. It has been estimated that in the 
US the cost to produce a grant application is roughly $20,000 (Herbert et al., 2013). With a success rate 
of 20% it brings the cost per successful application to an average of $100,000 which has to be tacked 
onto the costs related to the grant. So naturally a scientist applying for a $100,000 grant will only cover 
the cost of the actual application (Herbert et al., 2013).  This gets worse with the lower the success 
rate.  A simple demonstration based on the Herbert et al. numbers that shows how a declining success 
rate interacts with the average cost of a successful application is presented on Figure 1. The cost per 
successful application starts to increase dramatically when the success rate declines below 30-40%.  

 
Fig. 1. The interaction between success rate and the average cost per successful application. The per 

application cost is assumed to be 20,000. As the success rate declines, the average cost starts to ramp up with 
increasing speed. Created based on Herbert et al. 2013.  

 
A low success rate means escalating average costs for scientists, but that is not all. It also means 
uncertainty and stress for a profession that already experiences a lot of stress (Hodgson, 2016; Herbert 
2014). In addition, it means that many scientists do not get any funding at all, even after years of trying 
(von Hippel & von Hippel, 2015). Not surprisingly this is leading to scientists being demotivated, and 
even quitting the academic career (Carulli, 2013). These problems can be especially tough for junior 
scientists, who are under a lot of pressure to acquire grants to gain permanent positions and advance 
their careers (Powell, 2016).   

Another issue with the current system that has been brought up in the debate on the research 
funding is the time consuming nature of the applications themselves (Boyack, 2018). Some data from 
the US suggests that on average a grant application can take anything between 170-270 hours of 
productive time (Herbert et al., 2013; von Hippel and von Hippel, 2015). An Australian study found 
that researchers who applied to The National Health and Medical Research Council spent an average of 
34 days per proposal (Herbert et al., 2013). Of course, the burden of this on individuals who apply gets 
significantly heavier the lower the success rate of the grant institution, following the same pattern as 
cost in Figure 1.  
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A key principle of the grant based system is that the evaluation and grant allocation should be 
meritocratic in nature. Committees and reviewers are set up to evaluate projects with the most objective 
intent. This however is not always the case, as biases exist in the review process (Tamblyn et al., 2018; 
Murray et al., 2016 ). A major area of bias still in effect is the one that exists between the sexes. In 
Canada for example female applicants experienced significantly lower success rates than males when 
their sex was known to the reviewer (Witteman et al., 2019). If instead only the science was evaluated 
there was no significant difference in the acceptance rates of the proposals (Guglielmi, 2018). These 
biases have also been found in the ERC grant evaluation process (Wouters et al., 2018).  

These issues and others like them have led scientists to express their frustration with the grant-
based funding system (Barnett et al., 2015; Abbott & Schiermeier, 2019). It seems to be hard to talk to 
a researcher about funding without them mentioning stress or dissatisfaction. Despite this rather 
widespread dismay, the scientific literature on what researchers feel needs to be addressed with the 
system is scarce at best. Particularly, there is a general lack of studies that would provide comprehensive 
recommendations on what could be improved in the funding system. This study aims at filling in this 
knowledge gap and, using semi-structured interviews, investigates perceptions of EU researchers on the 
funding system and their views on the potential improvements of it.  

 

2. Background 

There are a number of different sources that distribute research funding and take applications for 
research grants, but they can generally be grouped into four different categories. The categories are 
national, international (in the case of this study EU level grants), industrial and foundational. The 
national, international and foundational funding schemes are generally quite open while the industrial 
funding depends on the field and the applicability of the research towards the companies that invest in 
it.  
 

2.1. National 

In the EU, the national funding sources choose to employ the peer-review based funding scheme that is 
the almost universally accepted standard. There are some differences between countries in how they 
choose to formulate calls and they differ in the level of support they offer for individual researchers. As 
an example, Sweden has an authority for the financing of scientific projects called The Swedish 
Research Council which has open calls at different times throughout the year in all disciplinary domains. 
There are also various smaller government divisions that handle specific scientific domains, such as 
Formas which handles sustainability research, or Forte which oversees working life and well-being 
research. In general, the national funding schemes have a grant application success rate of about 15%. 
For example, Independent Research Fund Denmark reported a 14% success rate for 2018, (Dkk, 2018) 
France’s National Research Agency (ANR) reported a 16% success rate for 2019 (ANR 2019), the 
Dutch Research Council (NWO) having a consistent ~15% success rate (Bonenkamp) and the Swedish 
Research Council (VR) reported a 19% success rate in 2019 (Vetenskapsrådet, 2019).     
 

2.2. International 

One of the major ways in which researchers in the EU gets access to funds is through the EU funding 
system. The EU distributes funds through the European Commission (EC) which sets up programs and 
frameworks intended to support research within the Union. The eighth edition of the research 
framework, that operated between 2014-2020, was called Horizon 2020, which later transitioned into 
Horizon Europe. With a budget of roughly €80 billion for Horizon 2020 and €95.5 billion for Horizon 
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Europe (European Commission) this framework is the flagship for European research. It includes 
funding for the European Research Council (ERC) and the Research Executive Agency (REA). The 
ERC and REA manage and distribute the budget of Horizon 2020 to research in the form of various 
different actions and calls. Some major ones are the open calls for researchers handled by the ERC 
where anyone can apply, and the Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions, which are research fellowships 
meant to support researchers in their careers (European Commission, 2020). The open calls operate 
with the project based peer-review system.  The success rates for the ERC managed grants for Horizon 
2020 all years inclusive ended at ~11.9% (H2020) while the previous framework program for the EU, 
called Framework Program 7, had an average success rate of ~20% (European Commission 2015), 
indicating increasing competitiveness for the grants. 
There are other international organizations and governments that distribute funds for research, for 
example the International Olympics Committee (International Olympics Committee, 2021), but none 
of them provide as much funding within the EU as the EC grants and fellowships. 
 

2.3. Industrial 

Corporations and organizations often participate in sponsoring research, most of the time because of 
self-interest, i.e. they fund and cooperate in research that can be relevant to themselves. Industrial 
funding can exist at various scales and is growing more and more important for researchers over time. 
As industrial funding has grown over time, the share of research funding that governments spend 
generally has not. In fact, governments have been scaling back the percentage of funding for research 
(Tandberg, 2010). The implications for research based on a growing industrial influence are divisive in 
the literature. Industry funding has been found to create bias in research and jeopardize the integrity of 
it (Amiri, 2014). On the other hand others have found that industry funding plays a positive role and 
researchers who cooperate with industry produce higher quality papers, collaborate more with other 
researchers, both inside and outside of academia, and experience that their research is far more applied 
(Ebadi & Schiffauerova, 2016;  Gulbrandsen & Smeby, 2005).  
 

2.4. Foundational 

The fourth category comprises grants distributed by foundations and organizations for research and 
science. These foundations are for example the German Research Foundation (DFG) and the Sweden-
based Knut and Alice Wallenberg foundation (KAW). These are examples of two different foundation 
structures with the DFG being funded by the German state yet distribution stays with the foundation, 
and KAW being entirely private. With DFG having distributed € 3.3 billion in 2019 and KAW roughly 
€ 240 million in 2020 towards research in various areas, these foundations are some of the largest in 
Europe (DFG, 2019; Knut and Alice Wallenberg Foundation, 2020). The grants are awarded with a peer 
reviewed, competitive process.  
 

3. Method 

This study makes use of qualitative data in the form of semi-structured interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 
2009). The interviewees were sampled from a list from a previous survey, conducted in 2020 by 
researchers at Uppsala University (unpublished data). The previous survey was aimed at randomly 
selected natural-science researchers at different universities throughout Europe. It gathered data on the 
costs (in terms of time and money) of the research funding system. In addition, the respondents were 
asked about their general opinion on the funding system. At the end of the survey the respondents were 
asked if they wanted to participate in a short follow up interview to talk about their opinions on the 
research funding system and 28 respondents responded positively to this request. The interviewees of 
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the present study were chosen strategically from this list to represent as many different countries as 
possible and to have a roughly balanced sex representation.  
 

 
 
Fig.2. Country distribution of the interviewees.  
 
The interviews were roughly 15 to 20 minutes in length. In total the 28 interviews were conducted over 
the span of 6 weeks in March-April 2021 on various online platforms.  
The interviews were semi-structured with some guiding questions prepared beforehand to remain within 
the relevant area. The participants were asked about their own experience with the funding system, what 
they thought were key positive/negative aspects of it, what the implications of that were for their work, 
and finally how they thought the system could be improved. If an interviewee expressed themselves 
overwhelmingly negative they were prompted to try and describe also a positive aspect of the funding 
system. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
The interview transcripts were sorted and categorized using content analysis with an open coding 
approach (Bryman, 2016).  
The coding took place in several rounds, an initial coding round where the main categories ‘negative’, 
‘positive’ and ‘improvement’ were assigned to statements when appropriate. The criteria for the 
categories were as follows:  
 

• Negativity - For any statement that expressed negativity towards the funding system or aspects 
of the funding system. For example, using wording such as “is not optimal” and “it is very 
stressful”.  

• Positivity - For any statement that expressed positivity towards the funding system or aspects 
of the funding system. For example, statements such as    “External funding creates freedom” 
and “ERC grants are a much greater support than local sources”.  

• Improvement - For any statement that suggests either a specific improvement, or indicates an 
area where improvement needs to be made. For example, “you should do a better screening of 
reviewers” or “external grants should be smaller and more accessible”.  

 
Following this initial round of categorization, in the second round statements were summarized and 
grouped up and categorized in more specific ways into subcategories. A statement could belong to 
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several different subcategories, however, there were rather few (<20) that did. There were initial 
predetermined subcategories, but the coding was started with an open mindset about creating new ones 
if it seemed appropriate. Particular categories could either belong to one specific main category, or 
could be relevant for two or three main categories. The criteria for the different subcategories are 
described in Table1 (in brackets, the main categories for which the sub-category was relevant, are 
listed): 
 
Table 1. Criteria for particular subcategories used in coding of the interview transcripts. 
Subcategory Relevant 

major category 
Explanation 

Freedom Positive, 
Negative, 
Improvement 

Statements within this category expressed the value external grants 
had to the freedom of researchers, not to be beholden to institutions 
in the same way. It also dealt with the restrictions to freedom when, 
for example, researchers felt that they were almost forced to do 
something, like applying for grants. 

Success rate Positive, 
Negative, 
Improvement 

Statements within this category expressed positivity or negativity 
towards, as well as improvements with regard to the application 
success rate of any grant. 

Flexibility Positive, 
Negative, 
Improvement 

This category gathers statements about flexibility of certain 
processes (positive), or too restrictive policies or demands 
(negative), i.e. lack of flexibility. For example, that it is very 
difficult to switch the money around from your initial plan or that 
the deadlines are too restrictive. It also includes statements that 
suggest improvements with regard to these issues. 

Support Positive, 
Improvement 

The support category was assigned to statements dealing with 
structures that provided support to researchers in applying for 
funding, such as institutional offices, as well as when respondents 
expressed that they felt supported financially by grants. 

Simplicity Positive, 
Improvement 

The statements here dealt with simplicity in various parts of the 
funding system. For example, a particular researcher mentioned that 
applying for industrial funding had been a much easier process 
administratively than national funding. 

Formalization Positive Statements in this category describe how the process of writing 
grant applications is good because it forces one to think about one’s 
project and make it official. 

Feedback Positive, 
Negative 

This category includes positive and negative statements towards 
feedback from any grant institution. 

Reviewer Positive, 
Negative 

This category included statements that covered the review 
processes. Both formalized structures such as the existence of 
committees and issues of bias were grouped into this category. 
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Barrier to 
entry 

Negative, 
Improvement 

Statements in this category include hindrances to get grants at a 
national or EU level. For example, the need to have a consortium or 
the demand for high-impact articles. 

Re-focus Negative, 
Improvement 

This category is inspired by the quote “we can say the focus gets 
lost, the focus is the project, the research”. For example, statements 
about an unnecessary process or bureaucracy are included. Re-focus 
category is more or less the opposite of Simplicity, found in the 
positive and improvement categories. 

Frustration Negative This category includes statements that show researchers’ frustration 
towards the funding system, for example “it’s not fun at all” and 
“You spend a lot of energy on anxiety“ 

Time 
consuming 

Negative This category includes all mentions of grant applications and 
administration being time consuming. 

Effect on 
science 

Negative This category includes all statements that suggest an impact on 
science by the funding system. In this study the subcategory Effect 
on science was reserved for statements that described an effect on 
research that was not related to the time spent on it, to be able to 
differentiate it with the category Time consuming. 

 
The coding of the improvements section took place without predetermined sub-categories other than 
the ones above that were chosen for the other categories. Therefore, the subcategories of the 
improvement section are discussed at length in the results section rather than here.  
   
There are also some other minor sub-categories belonging to all the categories presented in results, but 
since they only showed up in a couple of statements they were not presented here.    
 

3.1. Study limitations 

The study has two main limitations: the fact that it concerns scientists mainly from the EU and the fact 
that they are all natural scientists.  

The main reason for limiting the study was the data set. All the interviewees were 
found/contacted from a previous survey in which they agreed to be contacted for an interview, and the 
previous survey had a focus on natural scientists in Europe. There are some positive reasons why a 
restriction to scientists within the EU makes sense. First of all, the countries within the EU share 
legislation regarding science and science funding and they participate in a larger framework of funding 
practices. They do this while still retaining the national systems of funding, which makes for an 
interesting case where they compete with each other for the international EU funding, while still having 
the opportunity to apply for their own national ones. Thus, they have different viewpoints and 
background experiences when interacting with the larger EU system. On the other hand, many of them 
interact with the EU system and it influences the way they look at their own country’s system.  

Secondly, the networking among researchers within the EU is extensive (Longhi, 2000). Many 
of the interviewees have interacted with a multitude of countries’ national funding systems, which 
creates opportunity for broader and more holistic opinions and potential solutions.  
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The study is limited to natural scientists because the initial survey from whence the interviewees 
were selected from was targeted at natural scientists. The funding that this study regards is therefore 
first and foremost the funding that applies to natural scientists.   

Additionally the study is limited the number of interviewees. While the sample of 28 
interviewees could be seen as representative, to gain a clearer picture one would have to include more 
interviewees from a broader number of countries in the EU.  

Lastly, the categories used in the method are entirely subjective and only a single person 
decided what would be categorized as what. To achieve a better analysis, it would be favourable to have 
more people involved to help give consistency to the process.  
 

4. Results  

The analysis of the interview data revealed the distribution of positive, negative and improvement 
statements on the funding system that are presented in Figures 3 through 5.  
 

4.1. Positive perceptions of the funding system 

 
The number of positive statements totalled 49, an average of ~1.75 statements per interview. 
 
The most common positive aspects as perceived by the interviewees were linked to categories of 
Review, Support, Formalization and Simplicity, followed by the Freedom and Success rate categories.  
 

 
Fig. 3. Categorization of the positive statements regarding funding. The total number of statements was 49.  
 
Review 
Many interviewees talked about the review process for grants, both at EU and national level, in relation 
to both formalized structures in the review process and bias in the review process. The general sentiment 
was that the review process for the ERC was rigorous, solid and had less biases than local grant schemes. 
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For example, one interviewee stated: “I think my impression is that I am getting a more unbiased 
assessment from the ERC than more local Swedish funding agencies”. The fact that consistency in the 
review process for the ERC grants were significantly better than for local ones was also brought up.  
 
Some of the interviewees chose to positively highlight feedback from grant processes, especially from 
the EU, calling attention to the consistency and quality of these. For example, one person said: “in 
general I would say they manage the process really well and it’s transparent and you get feedback so 
this is something I like”. Some interviewees mentioned the structural parts of the review process for the 
EU grants in a positive light, bringing up the existence of good committees and what they felt were 
good evaluation processes. For example, one of the interviewees said: “Considering the EU projects I 
would say that I am very satisfied with this aspect. Everything is on time, the evaluations are excellent”.  
 
Support 
When it comes to Support, some interviewees mentioned structures that help them with an otherwise 
complicated and demanding process. For example, it was mentioned that in certain countries or 
institutions there were secretaries or departments dedicated to helping researchers with the burden of 
applying for funding, offloading a lot of effort otherwise needed. Some researchers also mentioned the 
fact that if one was successful with the proposal, one would get a good level of support, especially from 
the ERC grant schemes. As one interviewee put it “The energy that you put in you can compensate for 
with the money that you get if you are successful”.  
 
Formalization 
In relation to Formalisation category, the thing that was mentioned by most interviewees on the positive 
side of grant applications was the fact that it forced one to formalize one’s project, i.e. to make it official 
and to keep track of what was going on. Example quotes include “It does force you to be creative and 
think your projects through, which is the good part” and “The key positive takeaway from grant 
applications in general is that you get to formalize your thoughts and your plans for research, this is 
the best and most positive thing”.  
 
Simplicity 
Simplicity was a major topic in the positive discussion, where interviewees described grant schemes 
with short and simple processes in a very favourable light. Several of them drew attention to the reduced 
effort required for national schemes compared to the European ones, and called it a big “advantage”. 
Example quotes include “There are some sources that are much easier on the bureaucratic side 
especially the national ones, which is a huge plus”.  
 
Freedom 
Some researchers expressed their positivity towards the freedom that getting a grant means. For 
example, one interviewee mentioned that external funding creates freedom and that with a personal 
grant one can sustain one’s career and develop it in a desirable direction. Others brought up the freedom 
created by bottom up grant schemes specifically which they thought created a freedom to work and 
develop what they themselves thought to be interesting and important.  
 
Success rate 
Several interviewees also discussed the success rate of the grant applications in a positive light. For 
example, some mentioned that certain types of grants had a comparatively higher success rate. In 
particular, some interviewees mentioned it as a good thing that national grants often had a higher success 
rate than EU grants. Indirectly this can be interpreted as a criticism of the EU grants’ success rate. 
However, this positivity about national grants’ success rate was expressed by almost all interviewees 
only when compared to the EU grants. 
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4.2. Negative perceptions of the funding system 

The number of negative statements about the funding system totalled 194, resulting in an average of 
~6.9 per interview.  
 
The interviewees most commonly raised the issues of Time consuming, Success rate and Review. That 
was followed by the issues related to the categories Effect on science, Re-focus, Barrier to entry, and 
Flexibility (Figure 4). 

 
 
Fig. 4. Categorization of the negative statements regarding funding. The total number of statements is 194. 
 
Time consuming 
The most common negative statements provided by the interviewees concerned the time-consuming 
nature of grant application process. Only one interviewee mentioned that in a positive way, while 
comparing less time-consuming national applications to more time-consuming ERC grants. In general, 
a lot of interviewees mentioned the fact that the funding applications took a significant amount of time 
away from what they would prefer to do as researchers. This is best encapsulated by a quote from one 
of the interviewees: “I have less time to do my actual job, or at least what I consider my job to be. I’m 
not saying that this isn’t part of my job, but it is not my passion. The science is what I would like to do 
full time, if I could cut these things off I would”.  Most interviewees described the amount of time spent 
on research applications as interfering with their research. Some examples include “It steals time from 
your research” and “I don’t know any other job where most of the time that you spend is actually wasted. 
And I think it affects the quality of life and the quality of research”. The last quote was one of the few 
statements that was categorised multiple times, as it was both about time consuming nature of research 
and effects on research, demonstrating the overlap these two subcategories have. There was also quite 
a bit of frustration expressed by interviewees in relation to this subcategory in particular, for example 
“It’s just that I am sick and tired of spending most of my time writing proposals” and “You spend a lot 
of energy on anxiety, you think if you didn’t have to spend so much time on this and have so much 
pressure I would be able to focus more on the research”.  
 
Success rate 
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When talking about national grants outside of an EU context relatively many interviewees mentioned 
them in a negative way, for example “What I don’t like is not getting the money. If I had a higher chance 
of getting the money I would probably find it less stressful” and “If you want the funding the success 
rate is really low”. In relation to the EU grants the negative statements mostly related to the fact that it 
was very hard to get ERC grants. Some interviewees also went as far as to say that the ERC was a 
“waste of time” because of the low success rate and mentioned that as the primary reason why they did 
not apply for them. 
 
Review  
While the review process for the EU level grants was generally positively described, for the national 
grants the experience seemed a lot more negative. Some interviewees described a national reviewing 
process where the focus lied almost exclusively on the researcher’s merits instead of the project which 
they thought should not be the case.      
 
Some interviewees described getting assigned a reviewer as being in the lottery, with the success of the 
application being often in a single person’s hands. This led to uncertainty patterns which the participants 
found stressful and nonoptimal. Moreover, they believed that researchers getting the grants would have 
an easier time getting them in the future as well, due to being “known”. This would lead to the same 
people getting them over and over again and exclude a lot of other researchers who might be as, or even 
more, eligible. A couple of interviewees also mentioned the lack of proper committees to evaluate the 
proposals on a national level, as expressed in quotes such as “Typically you have a very limited scope 
of reviewers. If you have very specific research it is likely that you will not be treated well because they 
will not find a proper referee for it” and “The fields are sometimes so wide that you can fit many 
different things, and the decision is made by people who more or less understand nothing of what is in 
there”. Similarly, another interviewee brought up that there was a complete lack of properly defined 
committees for interdisciplinary science on a national level, leading to interdisciplinary science being 
unfairly reviewed and marginalized locally. Some interviewees also mentioned that the “cosmetics” had 
too large of an impact, i.e. that you could change the front page and title to be more appealing and 
essentially the same project would pass.  
 
A large part of the review critique had to do with biases in the final evaluation of projects. Most of the 
issues were raised in relation to a national level grant applications where statements such as “On 
national lines it’s almost impossible to have an objective review” and “It's easier to improve the money 
than to improve the mental biases in local society and university” describe a strong perceived bias on 
a national level. Many of the interviewees described the supposed blind review process at this level as 
not being blind at all, for example “Since the country is small everyone knows everyone and it’s not 
really a blind review”. Due to these biases the national system was also described as being flawed in 
the way that it felt like it was predetermined who the receivers of the funding would be.  
       
There was also some criticism that the feedback from the EU was really only standard sentences and 
did not serve to help improve the application. In a similar vein a few of interviewees mentioned that the 
ERC put too large focus on using buzzwords.  
 
Effect on science 
The negative effect on science by the funding system was something quite a number of interviewees 
raised. They felt that science was twisted to appeal and fit within the project-grant hole and that it 
skewed science in a way that politicians could control it. The following examples of quotes illustrate 
this issue: “The type of science that I do and how I think about creating projects and how I write papers 
are all affected by the constraint put on my activities by these funding issues”, “You're less likely to take 
risks I think, but in order to do something really good you need to take some risks”, “It also shapes my 
research completely, me as a researcher should be able to do what comes to my mind, not what comes 
to a committees mind” and “You always have to think about how the project is going to get me more 
funding, it cramps you as an artist”.  
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Re-focus 
Over half of the interviewees described what they thought were unnecessary processes and bureaucracy. 
Some pertinent quotes include “Which takes a lot of time, a lot of time that is not driving the process 
forward. It’s just about administration and budget”, “If I could get more funding from the Swedish 
Research Council I would waste less time on EU bureaucracy” and “This bureaucracy is quite 
overwhelming”. In addition, some interviewees mentioned the politics being involved in the process 
“It’s hard to know how to work to make it happen as I want, with all the lobbying and politics for your 
topic”. There was no large difference between the EU and national levels with regard to these 
complaints, although when they were directly compared, as exemplified by the above quote, the EU 
bureaucracy was often described in a more negative way. A few interviewees also mentioned the need 
to re-format one’s CV for different grant applications again, stating it as an entirely unnecessary process. 
A number of researchers expressed their negative opinions on the value of the applications themselves, 
saying for example “I don’t need the research proposal for anything else, it’s kinda like storytelling 
and I don’t know how useful it might be for the actual research” as well as calling them “fantasy 
exercises for getting money”.   
 
Barrier to entry 
While a few interviewees chose to express themselves positively towards grant schemes forcing them 
to cooperate and team up with other researchers, a vast majority in this category did not. Examples 
include: “An issue is that it’s quite difficult to get a grant if you don’t have many co-operators” and 
“Since we always have to submit with someone, you have to find a partner. It’s hard to find a partner 
that wants to do exactly what you want to do for 3 years”. Quite a number of comments were also made 
about the consortia requirement for European level grants and the way that it acts as a barrier for 
applying, for example “The idea of getting people from 20 different universities from across Europe to 
write a call for 2 months where the chance of getting the money is less than 5%, I can’t even imagine 
that I would think about writing such a grant”.  
 
It was also brought up that there is quite a large barrier for a young or returning researcher to access 
grant schemes. Example quotes include “As a young researcher it’s really hard to get this funding 
because you need the impact factor articles. So what I am very often doing is research without the 
funding” and “But on the other hand as I was starting my career in science again it was very difficult 
for me to start having projects independently because even though I am very experienced I don’t have 
the CV to apply for the projects by myself. I always need to go through someone else, science is a bit 
frustrating sometimes”. One interviewee thought the model of having few and large grants created a 
barrier towards smaller teams or countries who have less resources.  
 
Flexibility 
The problems surrounding the rigidity of the system were brought up by several researchers. One 
prominent topic of frustration was the very hard deadlines for applying for grants, as exemplified by 
quotes like “The system is very tricky because there are some gates, if you miss an application you need 
to wait 6 months and then the whole procedure takes a while” as well as “it’s more the stress with 
deadlines, they always come at the worst time”. Other issues raised within the category was that the 
grant times were prohibitively short, rendering longer projects unviable, as well as it being difficult to 
be flexible with the grant money once it has been accepted. The issue of money flexibility is exemplified 
by the following quote: “It’s hard to be spontaneous towards new research and new collaborations, 
once it’s funded you are in a tunnel which you cannot go outside of. If you want to go outside you have 
to ask for more funding which, then you run into these issues again”.  
 

4.3. Potential improvements to the funding system 

The improvement category covered 71 statements, averaging out to ~2.5 statements per interview.  
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The most mentioned subcategories were Money distribution, Support, Simplification, Flexibility, Other 
things mentioned many times included Barrier to entry, Review, and Lottery (Figure 5).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 5. Categorization of the negative statements regarding funding. The total number of statements is 71. 
 
Money distribution 
While money was not a big topic in either the positive or the negative categories, a majority of the 
interviewees thought that improving the way that money is distributed in the system would improve the 
situation. Some interviewees thought that more base funding would help the situation, as that would 
bump up the acceptance rate and make it more consistent for researchers to acquire grants. However, 
as one interviewee put it “We’re always asking for more money, there is never enough, but I get the 
feeling now that it’s not the solution. Yes we can always do with more money, but it’s just the way that 
it’s distributed that could be improved”. And indeed, many interviewees thought that changing the 
structure of the grants themselves would fix the situation. They thought that the amount of money in 
external grants should be smaller, to allow for a higher success rate. This would mean grants becoming 



14 
 

more accessible to researchers, which again, most thought was the issue that needed to be fixed the 
most, exemplified in this quote “if i had a higher chance of getting the money I would find it less 
stressful”. One interviewee described it on the European level as such “Why wouldn’t the ERC hand 
out a bit less money to every scientist and then increase the success rate so they will fund 20% instead 
of 10% for example”. This as well as making grants more accessible to young researchers was seen as 
critical for maintaining a “diversity of ideas”.  
 
Other interviewees spoke about the benefits of having a salary, like most other jobs, with quotes such 
as “It would of course be nice to be able to work with a salary and not use such a big chunk of time 
applying for things” and “If I was given less money but more consistent, I would certainly do something 
different and be more coherent in the way that I work. And I will be more innovative in a way, I strongly 
believe that”. Another interviewee described the problems around passing the knowledge along in a lab 
when it was hard to retain students due to grant lengths. They strongly felt that structural funds would 
help bridge that gap between students coming and going, enabling them to stay longer and pass the 
knowledge along.  
 
Other ideas for better money distribution included encouragement systems where every time one applies 
for a grant they, provided it passes a minimum requirement, get a sum of money regardless of the 
outcome of the application. This was thought of as a way to smooth the experience out and reduce the 
punishment for an unsuccessful application which has a lot of time and effort spent on it.  
 
The issue of money spent on the wrong things were also brought up a couple of times, for example one 
interviewee had this to say “And it is also like a huge waste of money. All these planners, reviews, 
committees, meetings, all these salaries, grant offices and things, it is all a huge investment. It is all 
money that could be used for research”.  
 
Support 
One of the most commonly mentioned issues were supportive structures intended to make researchers’ 
lives easier by relocating processes they perceived should not be a part of their job. For example, one 
of the most suggested solutions was an institution that assists the researchers in their efforts, which was 
suggested with quotes such as “There is a need to have a national agency who supports these efforts” 
and “Each institution should have an office for grant support”. One interviewee reasoned in the 
following way: “We should really do the science and people who have other strengths should really 
write those parts of impact and management”.  
 
Simplification 
Many of the suggestions for improvements regarded making the funding system simpler. One the most 
mentioned potential improvements was to remove intermediate steps and make clearer requirements as 
well as goals. One particular quote presents it well: “A big system that’s very simple is likely more 
effective in giving the money. You also don’t have to change towards constraints, phrases, pages, 
buzzwords, marketing, focus. You have to reshape all the time and understand what they want, if you 
simplify what they expect it’s certainly better”. The participants seemed keen on making things simpler 
to be able to focus more on research and not so much on the details of getting funding. Another example 
describes it as “It could be very simplified in a way that we are given some money from the institutions, 
from the donors, from the investors based on productivity and not based on connections, dreaming, 
ability to sell, marketing or lobbies”. Some thought that limiting the application length was a very 
useful way to simplify the process. As one interviewee put it “If the requirement is shorter it takes less 
time for me and then probably less time for them. And I think you can transmit the same important info 
on 2 pages as 7 pages”.  
Some interviewees also pointed out that simplifying the CV requirements and making them uniform 
across the EU would save a lot of time and effort, for example: “From my perspective it would be way 
easier if I could use the same CV as always” and “Make proposals and formatting uniform within the 
EU”.  
 



15 
 

Flexibility 
As the interviewees mentioned on the negative side, the rigidity of the deadlines was an issue. They 
brought up that making the deadlines more flexible would be a big help towards reducing stress. For 
example, one interviewee said: “Sometimes you need more time to work on things. You will reach the 
goal but you will need more time to do it. It would be nice if people made some room for such things”. 
Several people mentioned that having a grant line that was always open would be a good idea, for 
example “I think a system like this which is always ongoing is better”. This would allow researchers to 
apply all year around and cut the deadline rigidity. Another thing brought up was that the call texts were 
too specific and having a more open call text would be a big help, allowing more flexibility around 
project applications. This was especially prominent with the European level calls because, as one person 
described it, on the European level there is this idea that you will have an immediate output for society 
and the applied part goes together with the scientific part.     
 
Barrier to entry 
Other potential improvements discussed were related to removing barriers. Suggestions included 
opening larger funding to single people instead of only to consortia, decreasing the requirement for high 
impact publications for certain grants. Making these changes would make it easier for researchers to 
access these grant schemes that are otherwise prohibitively hard to get into. The grant structure was 
brought up again in this context. Adding grants with different expectations, i.e. varying project sizes, 
would help alleviate the barriers put up against single researchers and smaller teams.  
 
Review 
To try to and fix the bias problem some people suggested to improve the evaluation and screening of 
the committees and reviewers. Putting more effort and money into these processes, along with getting 
more externals to review they thought would decrease bias and help make the system more fair.  
 
Another point made was that changing the focus of the evaluation would be helpful, for example “So 
there’s a bigger emphasis on the researcher instead of the quality of the proposal itself, which shouldn’t 
be as emphasized, it certainly should be a part of it, the past profile of the researcher, but it shouldn’t 
be a majority of it.”.  
 
Lottery 
One improvement that many interviewees suggested and wished for was to change the system of 
allocation more or less completely. Instead of the applications going through a review process they 
could be gathered up and put through a chosen minimum requirement gate then the proposals to be 
funded would get randomly chosen amongst those who passed. The interviewees suggested that this 
could be a change for the better in many ways and would fix many problems with the current system. 
First of all, it would more or less remove the biases since the review process would not exist and one 
would not be reliant on a personal judgement when it comes to getting funded or not. Secondly, the 
interviewees said that it could reduce the amount of effort needed drastically, for example one 
suggestion was that every project would need to supply a 2 page proposal, just enough to evaluate if the 
minimum requirements are set. This method was described as “far more fair” than the current review-
based system, however it was also mentioned that this system would be tough on the truly excellent 
researchers and research groups out there. This is because these individuals and groups stood a way 
higher chance of getting funded in the review based system while in the lottery based one they would 
have the same chance as all the other proposals that passed the minimum requirement. 
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4.4. Comparative Results 

The answers were in large part negative, with positive answers having roughly one fourth of the 
amount that the negative ones had.  
 

 
 
Fig. 6. The total amount of statements per category. 
 
The most popular topic across the major categories was Review by far, with a lot of statements both in 
positive and negative and a fair amount in improvement. The categories Support and Simplicity 
received no negative mentions and both had a lot of statements across Positive and Improvement.  
 
Overwhelmingly negative categories included Time consuming, Effect on science and Re-focus, with 
none of them having any positive mentions at all (Figure 7).  
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Fig. 7. The distribution of statements across categories. 
 
 

5. Discussion 

The study’s goal was to gather and analyze researchers’ opinions on the funding system which 
essentially is inherent to their job, in the hope of getting a clearer insight into potential improvements 
that could be made.   
  

5.1. General perceptions of the funding system 

While the positive aspects of the funding system were brought up somewhat frequently, the negative 
aspects were discussed at length far more. The participants expressed a greater number of negative 
perceptions of the funding system than positive ones, as shown in figure 6 with the total number of 
positive statements being 49 versus the 194 negative statements. This disparity might have been even 
greater if the interviewees were not prompted to specifically talk about positive aspects. One must, 
however, keep in mind that the interviewees in this study volunteered to be interviewed based on a 
previous survey relating to roughly the same topic. Interviewees would therefore be  more inclined to 
have a strong opinion, and would perhaps be more skewed towards having a negative opinion.  
 
The key issue that has been mentioned by the interviewees, both in a positive and negative way was the 
review process. The interviewees chose to very positively highlight the EU level review system, both 
for its relative lack of bias and consistent feedback. The ERC’s aim is stated as such “In the long term, 
it looks to substantially strengthen and shape the European research system. This is done through high 
quality peer review, the establishment of international benchmarks of success, and the provision of up-
to-date information on who is succeeding and why” (ERC), hence it does look like it is, as perceived by 
the interviewees, achieving its goal of having very high quality peer review.  
 
The interviewees also experienced that biases were harder to come by at a EU level, as people involved 
(i.e. researchers applying and the reviewers evaluating the applications) do not know each other to the 
same extent as in the case of the national review process. This makes logical sense as the EU review 
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process transcends national borders and increases both the geographical area and the population by a 
lot. However, there are still some biases that transcend national borders such as racial and sex biases 
that have been highlighted in the literature. While there have been no studies on racial bias in the EU 
grant system, there have been studies of other  institutions such as the NIH where racial bias has been 
found (Hayden, 2015). Similarly, a bias related to sex is prevalent in the funding systems of many fields 
and the scientific literature on the topic is vast (Beery & Zucker, 2011: Head et al., 2013; Pohlhaus et 
al., 2011). There have also been, more specific to Europe, studies conducted in Austria and The 
Netherlands on the topic of sex bias within the funding system and also within ERC funding (Mutz et 
al. 2012; van der Lee, 2015; Wouters et al., 2018). Sex bias was never mentioned by the interviewees 
specifically, though many of them chose to mention bias more generally, i.e. nepotism or favouritism, 
in relation to national level reviews. While nepotism has some roots in literature, the recording or 
investigating of bias in national review systems is practically non-existent (Wenneras & Wold, 1997; 
Sandström & Hällsten, 2008).    
The negative mentions of the review process moreover dealt with issues such as  lack of capability or 
understanding of the reviewing entity when it came to evaluating projects, mostly on a national level. 
Some interviewees felt that this was hindering them from applying with difficult-to-understand projects. 
In relation to that a majority of the literature on the topic concludes that the scientific review process is 
inherently conservative, i.e. it promotes noncontroversial research based on current knowledge 
(Luukkonen, 2012; Chubin et al., 1991; Braben, 2004; Langfeldt & Kyvik, 2011). Additionally, as the 
interviewees also remarked, truly innovative research comes amidst controversy and uncertainty, 
making funding and proper evaluation under the current system problematic. These results are in line 
with what researchers thought 15 years ago, as described in the conclusion of a 2006 study where 
researchers were interviewed: “Scientists’ adaptations to the institutional conditions of funding not only 
have the intended effects of directing research and increasing quality, but have widespread side effects 
that, in the perceptions of scientists, restrain the quality and innovativeness of their research.” (Laudel, 
2006).    
 
Similarly, the interviewees brought up issues for interdisciplinary at a local level related to the review 
process. Among other things they called attention to the lack of committees and understanding when it 
came to interdisciplinarity and how this marginalized the interdisciplinary projects in getting funding. 
This perception has support in literature where the understanding has been that interdisciplinary science 
gets funded less than other, more disciplinary research projects (Lyall et al., 2013). An example is a 
large study in Australia which confirmed that the interdisciplinary studies had been marginalized when 
it came to funding (Bromham et al, 2016).    
 
Additionally, interviewees felt that the concentration of grants amongst those who already had them 
would lead to a loop of sorts which would exclude other researchers not based on the quality of the 
project but on the researcher being known. Support in the literature include studies pointing out that the 
funding environment leads to grants being concentrated at several different ‘prestigious’ research 
organizations while the barrier to entry is seemingly vast for the smaller and more unknown teams or 
organizations (Hoenig, 2018). A previous study also indicated that an organization is more likely to 
apply for funding and more likely to be successful if it has participated in EU FP calls before and the 
chance increases if it has a better scientific reputation (Enger & Castellacci, 2016). 
 
Besides the issues linked to the review process one of the issues most commonly mentioned by the 
interviewees was, unsurprisingly, the success rate of applications. Despite it being a large discussion 
topic, the official literature on it is incredibly scarce. While this issue has been casually mentioned in 
previous studies on research funding, there is a lack of studies that have recorded or otherwise in-depth 
dealt with it. Therefore this study is one of the first recordings of scientists’ frustration with it. 
 
In addition, participants in this study chose to mention the time spent on applications in a very negative 
light. The EU level grants especially were criticized for their low success rate, which translated into the 
interviewees doubting whether it was worth applying at all, since the time invested would most likely 
not be rewarded. Dissuading researchers from applying in the first place is surely not the intention 
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behind these grant schemes and potentially great projects may never see the light of day because they 
never even get applied for. While this negativity has not been officially raised before in literature, 
various indications of time spent on applications have been published, and 
this previous research on the amount of time spent almost always related it to success rate as well as 
money spent on each successful application (Herbert et al., 2013). For example, a study of nursing 
schools in the US found that, based on the time spent on applications, an average accepted research 
application would cost between $72,460 and $270,240 with a success rate of 5-15%,  (Kulage et al., 
2015)   
 
Besides the negative aspects of the funding system such as linked to the review process, success rate 
and time consuming nature of the grant application system, the interviewees also expressed some 
positive opinions about the system. Particularly, these were related to formalization, review, support 
and simplicity. The participants in this study believed the formalisation, i.e. the need when writing grant 
applications to solidify and decide exactly what it is one is doing, to be one of the most positive aspects 
of grant writing. This conclusion is consistent with a previous study done detailing what 
astronomy/psychology researchers in the US thought were non-financial benefits of grant applications. 
That study showed that astronomers in particular thought that the most positive aspects of grant writing 
were that it helped them fine-tune their scientific thinking and to organize their research (von Hippel & 
von Hippel, 2015). And while formalization is a positive aspect that affects researchers outside of the 
funding system, review, support and simplicity all deal with aspects within the funding system that the 
interviewees chose to positively highlight. One issue brought up was the amount of effort required to 
write an application. The solution mentioned was to limit the application size, and grant schemes with 
shorter application processes were highlighted positively. While there is some support for this in 
previous studies, pointing towards the length of the application specifically (Spetz, 1979 ; Herbert et 
al., 2013), there is also a previous study indicating that limiting the application size does not reduce the 
amount of time spent on applications (Barnett, 2015). A possible way forward could be to have a range 
of acceptable application sizes, within a minimum and maximum. As indicated by interviewees in this 
study, an upper limit would help in their efforts, so it makes sense to limit the application to within a 
range.   
 
 
 

5.2. Potential improvements to the funding system 

The most commonly proposed improvement to the system mentioned by the interviewees was a change 
in the distribution of money. Suggestions included encouragement systems, changing the grant structure 
towards smaller but higher success rate grants and redirecting money from grants towards stronger 
salaries. The success rates of many grants were a focal point of negativity for the interviewees and 
changing the money distribution was seen as a way to fix this. In relation to that previous studies have 
recommended at least a 30-35% success rate in grant applications to keep some aspect of 
competitiveness there, yet make it more reasonably achievable than today’s success rates (von Hippel 
et al. 2015). This would double the roughly 15% success rate that’s seen in most grant schemes today. 
If no extra funding is allocated by politicians it stands to reason that grant sizes would be decreased by 
roughly 50% in such a case. The study demonstrates conflicting views regarding the importance of more 
base funding versus changing the allocation parameters for grant schemes. A probable fix, while 
keeping the essence of the system intact, would be to both increase base funding and change the grant 
distribution towards a more equal one.  
 
Another way of changing the money distribution to try and make the system better was brought up in 
the form of stronger base salaries. There are papers that speak in favour of moving towards a salary 
based system instead of a system based predominantly on external grant funding. For example there are 
studies pointing to the fact that project-based funding schemes hinder innovation and reduce flexibility 
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compared to stable and reliable sources of funding (Franssen, 2018). Also, it was argued that in general 
the sufficiency and stability of funding are key factors towards making science excellent (Thompson, 
1997; Nathan, 1998). A more practical study of the U.S, U.K and The Netherlands estimated that, if 
resources were to be distributed after a more egalitarian principle, researchers would still be able to 
maintain PhD and Postdoc positions while also being able to have a significant budget for travel and 
equipment (Vaesen & Katzav, 2017). A compromise where there is a base salary and additional 
financial incentive if one is applying for grants was something mentioned and could be a possible 
solution.  
 
Availability of supportive structures was another issue that was mentioned very positively where they 
existed and was a large topic when it came to suggestions for improvement. No doubt support helps 
mediate some uncertainties. An example study from 2015 compared success rates between researchers 
in Portugal who had specialized support with those who did not when applying for Marie Curie grants 
(Vidal et al, 2015). It found that the specialized support in the form of grant managers helped to 
significantly improve the success rates of the applications, providing some affirmation to the statements 
made by interviewees in this study. Publicly available support could also be highlighted in this context, 
for example there are guides published on how to write good grant applications (Lindgreen et al., 2019 
: Hardavalla et al., 2016). The interviewees specifically discussed the need for assistance when it came 
to looking for calls, writing applications and administering the money once the funding was secured 
and support in these forms do help to alleviate issues previously mentioned. However, supportive 
structures such as secretaries or departments would only be necessary if the workload of the applications 
stays the same. An efficient use of resources would therefore be to decrease the amount of effort needed 
in these applications, to fix structural problems rather than try a band aid solution.    
 
The interviewees also frequently mentioned the issue of flexibility, and particularly the importance of 
flexible funding deadlines. The deadlines were described as causing a lot of stress . This can also be 
found in the literature, for example, a study of Australian researchers found that funding deadlines (in 
this case a single annual deadline) were stressful and conflicted on a major scale with personal life, with 
researchers setting aside almost everything in order to write the applications (Herbert et al., 2014). In 
relation to that, the interviewees suggested more flexible deadlines. Additionally, they suggested 
continuous systems that were open all year, and with proposals being evaluated in batches.    
 
An interesting improvement brought up by many of the interviewees was a grant lottery. They strongly 
felt that this would remove biases and help make the system more fair and balanced. There is support 
for the lottery system, arguing that a selectively (a chosen bottom percentage is removed) randomized 
grant scheme system would create a better return on investment for society (Liu et al., 2020). This 
system has been tested before, for example in New Zealand. A survey of scientists applying to the 
Health Research Council of New Zealand, where the grant lottery has been in effect since 2013, about 
the applicability of lottery for allocating scientific grants showed that most were in favour of the system. 
Multiple respondents in the survey indicated that they would be in favour of a lottery scheme where the 
truly excellent projects get funded based on merit, and  a bottom percentage taken out of the running. 
The rest of the proposals would then be randomly chosen to receive funding, otherwise called ‘modified 
lottery’ (Fang & Casadevall, 2016; Avin, 2015). Other studies investigating the appeal of the 
randomized system have found that researchers are not in favour of a pure lottery system but rather a 
combination peer-review and lottery, roughly the same as the ‘modified lottery’ (Philipps, 2020).     
 

5.3. Implications 

As the world starts to consider how to be more sustainable and change old, harmful habits, research into 
how to do it is more important than ever. Sustainability research is an emerging scientific field and, in 
order to achieve good research productivity and innovation in this field, and other fields as well for that 
matter, it is of utmost importance that scientists have the ability to be productive and innovative 
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(Kajikawa et al., 2014; Schoolman et al., 2012). However as demonstrated by this study, there are some 
hinders in the way of scientists getting funding which are hampering productivity and innovation. These 
problems are also causing an unsustainable work environment that is incentive for people to leave the 
field. Creating a more sustainable and pleasant work environment is important, not the least for mental 
well being of the people involved. 

6. Conclusion 
This study demonstrates the need for a fix in the scientific funding system and gives insight into what 
issues and potential solutions scientists would like to see. What is clear is that the users of the system  are 
being discouraged from participating, i.e. applying for grants, and that surely goes against the intent 
behind these grant schemes. As a result, at least in the perceptions and experiences of the interviewees, 
science suffers. There is however not one obvious agreed upon solution by researchers to the funding 
system’s complexities and to improve the funding system one would have to look at multiple different 
solutions. A comprehensive approach that takes the intended users into account, as well as more aspects 
of the grant based system would have to be applied and executed. In order for science to be more 
innovative it is crucial that researchers are comfortable in their profession, therefore there is a need for 
more flexibility and more adjustment in favour of them.   
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