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Introduction 
With little more than a month remaining until the deadline for the Innovation Fund calls IF24, 

significant changes have been introduced since the calls opened on 3rd December 2024. The 

most notable change is the introduction of a new Battery instrument, with a €1 billion budget 

specifically focused on the manufacturing of cells for electric vehicle batteries. Additionally, the 

budget for the Hydrogen Auction has increased from €800 million to €1.2 billion. However, these 

additions have led to a significant reduction in the budget for the more traditional topics, now 

grouped under the IF24 Net Zero Technologies call. 

The revised budget allocations are as follows: 

• Large-scale projects: €1.2 billion (↓ 29%) 

• Medium-scale projects: €200 million (↓ 60%) 

• Small-scale projects: €100 million (↓ 50%) 

• Clean-Tech Manufacturing: €700 million (↓ 50%) 

• Pilot projects: €200 million (same budget) 

• Battery: € 1 billion (new)  

By applying to any of these six topics, participants should be aware that this year's application 

process is likely to be extremely competitive.  

The European Association of Innovation Consultants (EAIC), gathers over 50 members, since 

the start of the Innovation Fund programme they have accompanied about 10% of applications 

and helped 30% of the successful applicants, their combined experience is gathered in this 

paper, they are emphasising the need for a transparent and fair evaluation process. 

How are Innovation Fund proposals evaluated? 
Over the past four years, the evaluation process has demonstrated high levels of 

professionalism, with up to six experts allocated per proposal, covering three areas of 

expertise (technical, GHG, and financial). Allowing evaluators to provide feedback only on 

specific sub-criteria according to their expertise is a practical approach that fosters in-depth 

discussions among subject matter experts. Unlike other programmes, the evaluators devote 

substantial time to each proposal, both for individual evaluation and for consensus meetings, 

and they are appropriately compensated. 



 

It is essential to acknowledge the positive changes made by DG CLIMA and CINEA in the 

design of the new calls. They have actively listened to stakeholders like EAIC and provided 

templates for Feasibility Studies and Business Plans, streamlining the application process and 

allowing evaluators to receive similar levels of detail for all the applications. New annexes in the 

call fiche clarify complex concepts. Moreover, the requirement for a Knowledge Sharing Plan 

has been relaxed, now only necessary for projects invited for Grant Preparation, which is 

generally appreciated as it was a much time-consuming document. 

Another beneficial change in IF24 is the breakdown of the 15 points for the Replicability criteria 

into three separate sub-criteria, each worth 5 points. This adjustment aids evaluators in making 

more consistent comparisons between proposals. The application of different thresholds and 

weights for each sub-criteria is also a welcome development. For instance, the Pilot Projects 

topic assigns double weight to the Degree of Innovation and uses a different formula to calculate 

cost efficiency.  

The Innovation Fund is regarded by many participants as one of the most challenging and time-

intensive European Programmes. The statistics are telling: last year, 17% of the submitted 

proposals were not evaluated, out of 337 proposals, only 285 were deemed eligible and 

admissible, with a higher percentage of non-eligible proposals in the Small, Medium, and Pilots 

categories. This underscores the necessity for thorough preparation and understanding of the 

application requirements. 

The complexity of the Innovation Fund is acknowledged and the EAIC emphasizes the need for 

improved evaluation of proposals. The EAIC recognizes that the Innovation Fund's evaluation 

process is among the most rigorous within European Programmes. The detailed discussions 

during the Consensus Meetings, moderated by CINEA officers, ensure fair rankings within 

panels. This level of commitment is commendable and reflects a continuous effort to enhance 

the evaluation process. 

How could the evaluation process be improved? 
That said, we can’t ignore the flaws and discrepancies that still exist. The difference between 

being selected for funding or not can be as small as half a point, and therefore the maximum 

efforts should be given to a fair, consistent evaluation. 

While Innovation Fund proposals are usually evaluated consistently within each panel, 

inconsistencies can arise during the global ranking meeting where representatives from 

different panels convene. Representatives read Consensus Meeting reports to check score 

consistency but cannot review all proposals from other panels. This can lead to varying 

penalties, such as one panel deducting 0.5 points for financial maturity issues (e.g. providing a 

letter of commitment from the off-taker without quantity and price for the product) while another 

deducts 1 point. Similarly, some panels may subtract 1 point for “too general mitigation 

measures” in the table of implementation risks, while others do not penalise at all.  

Our internal analysis has shown that the scoring of bonus points in call IF23 is highly perceived 

as arbitrary. For instance, three projects with similar GHG savings claims received different 



 

scores (0, 0.5, 1 point), indicating evaluation inconsistencies. Moreover, communication about 

the scoring system of the bonus points has caused applicant confusion. At one national IF 

InfoDay, bonus points were described as binary (either 1 or 0), which contradicted information 

provided at the main IF InfoDay and by the IF Helpdesk, stating that "Bonus Points are not award 

criteria, so there are no thresholds or expected amounts indicated in the call text. The 

evaluation of Bonus Points is up to external experts." 

All this can lead to challenges in comparing proposals, especially from different sectors and 

countries. And while being aware that evaluators are not supposed to compare proposals (but 

to evaluate each of them against the criteria), even the evaluators admit that is all about 

comparison, because this is about selecting the best projects for decarbonising Europe. 

To improve the evaluation process for Innovation fund, EAIC’s recommendations to CINEA to 

improve the evaluation are: 

1. Prepare of a clear set of guidelines for evaluators on how penalising the most common 

shortcomings in a homogeneous way. 

2. Increase the number of external observers through panels, with focus on detecting 

differences in the way two panels are penalising a similar shortcoming. 

3. Increase the training of the CINEA officers that will be moderating the discussions 

regarding the evaluation issues. Clear examples of complaints and inconsistencies 

detected in previous years could help. 

  

Finally, once the results are communicated, the redress procedure also needs attention. 

Applicants often face a dilemma about whether to pursue redress after results are announced, 

especially when the process may not yield useful outcomes because the selected projects have 

already been announced. Efficiency in the evaluation process is a must but has to be balanced 

with fairness.  

In conclusion, while the changes from IF23 to IF24 reflect a responsive approach by DG CLIMA 

and CINEA, it’s essential that we address these existing shortcomings to enhance the integrity 

and transparency of the evaluation process. Let’s work together to refine these processes and 

continue fostering innovation in our sector. Here’s to a productive and collaborative year ahead!  

About EAIC 
The European Association of Innovation Consultants (EAIC) brings together active innovation 

consultants in the field of European research and innovation projects. The association aims to 

facilitate the exchange and promotion of best practices, as well as to uphold professional skills 

and expertise in European RDI funding. To date, the group has assembled more than 50 

members who are active throughout Europe. 
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