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1. Introduction

In research literature as well as other publications on peer review a general claim is that peer review is inherently conservative and unable to select truly innovative research proposals.
 Nevertheless, many research funders wish to promote innovative research. In order to understand whether the peer review practices can sustain the mission of the European Research Council (ERC) to support ‘frontier’ research, this study examines the peer review processes of this recently established research funding body.

The ERC implements the Ideas programme in the EU Framework Programme for Research, set up to support investigator-driven ‘frontier research’ in all fields of science including social sciences and the humanities. Its main aim is “to stimulate scientific excellence by supporting and encouraging the very best, truly creative scientists, scholars and engineers to be adventurous and take risks in their research. The scientists are encouraged to go beyond established frontiers of knowledge and the boundaries of disciplines.” 
 In this situation, peer review is a cornerstone of the legitimacy of the ERC. 


The study focuses on the peer review practices as they have emerged in the new ERC, the reviewers’ (members and chairs of peer review panels) understanding of ‘excellence’ and ‘frontier research’, the considerations that the reviewers take into account when judging the nature of research proposals in terms of their being excellent and groundbreaking, such as risks and feasibility, and the way in which these considerations are weighted against each other. The paper draws attention to whether peer reviewers’ definitions and understanding differ across natural sciences, engineering, social sciences, and the humanities. 
2. Data
The paper is based on data collected for a project on the “Peer Review Practices and the Legitimacy of the European Research Council”. They consist of documentary data and interviews with peer review panellists (chairs and members) of six different peer review panels of the ERC in fields representing natural sciences, engineering, social and cultural sciences and the humanities. The interviewed panellists represent the reviewers of both two major grant schemes, Starting Grants and Advanced Grants, which are aimed at researchers in different stages of their careers. Additionally, it draws on interviews carried out at the NSF and Howard Hughes Medical Institute.
3. Analytical levels

The study first compares scientists’ and scholars’ definitions of ‘excellence’ and ‘frontier research’, the degree to which they are overlapping or distinct, and whether broad fields of science and scholarly research make a difference in this respect. 


The concept of frontier research has a research policy background
 and most of the interviewed panellists would rather use other concepts to denote really innovative and path-breaking research such as ‘groundbreaking’
 or ‘cutting edge’ research. There is a continuum of different notions of the difference between excellence and frontier, but overall, the difference between them is not that great.

The panels take pains to select both excellent and ‘frontier’ proposals. There are, however, many considerations which the panellists take into account when judging the value of the proposals in terms of their feasibility and the risks involved in funding truly radical proposals. These considerations are related to three types of questions: 1) research instruments and facilities (research technology); 2) competencies and capabilities of the applicant to use the instruments and technology; 3) cognitive factors related to the connection of the proposal with previous research (the ‘context’). 

To put in another language, the old Kuhnian term of paradigm could describe the totality of the current research infrastructure that creates the cognitive and technical boundaries, within which the feasibility of research proposals is being judged. Interdisiciplinarity or multidisciplinarity of the proposals creates a new aspect for this judgment. However, because it is difficult to establish new interdisplinary criteria of judgment for a potentially new research area, an interdisplinary proposal is submitted to the separate evaluation according to the criteria of each discipline to which it related (through methods, definition of phenomena etc). Thus, the boundaries, criteria and considerations of each established discipline still tend to dominate in evaluation.

A conclusion of the above findings is that, despite the aims, there are definite limitations within peer review for promoting truly innovative research. These limitations arise from the very essence of peer review, namely, its ability to judge the value of proposed research against the current knowledge boundaries. The paper raises the question of whether public funders can through their accountability requirements fund truly innovative and radically new research or whether it is in the domain of private funders. Another, equally relevant question concerns our ability to promote really radical research, or does it happen through serendipidity only (e.g., the example of the recent Nobel Price in physics)? 
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� The use of the concept of ‘frontier research’ has a specific history. In this context, it means research that can, at the same time, support fundamental research and useful knowledge (Frontier Research: The European Challenge. 2005. High-Level Expert Group Report, European Commission, Brussels, February 2005, p. 18). 
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� This concept appears in the guidelines of peer review of the ERC.





