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The Unique Place 
Called FWO

The FWO is a unique place. Nowhere 
else in Flanders do so many young 
researchers, year after year, get the 
chance to develop their talents through 
an individual research grant. 

An unprecedented number of teams of professors, 

postdocs and their partners – over 5,000 researchers 

in total – are awarded project-based support with an 

incomparable amount of resources. This is for both 

fundamental and strategic basic research and on the basis 

of themes proposed by the researchers themselves. This 

funding allows them to push back frontiers and achieve 

results at international benchmark levels of which 

Flanders can be proud. With smaller programmes, such as 

for applied biomedical or even thematic research, the FWO 

also provides an answer to specifi c needs. The FWO is also 

the body that provides funding to national and international 

research infrastructure. In short, the FWO is the place to be 

for researchers looking for support. It is the Flemish home 

of and for science, where excellent research driven by 

curiosity and carried out at Flemish knowledge institutions 

always feels at home..

When evaluating the applications and distributing the 

resources, the FWO uses internationally leading procedures 

and methods. The FWO sets the standards for peer 

review, where expert panels look for the most excellent 

research proposals. The FWO also ensures that the panels 

are composed internationally, supplemented by external 

experts. It goes without saying that the FWO constantly 

monitors, adjusts and thoroughly reforms its working 

methods and results. It is evident from the periodic 

surveys that applicants and panel members are happy 

with this. The FWO's foreign partner organisations also 

appreciate this and the work by the FWO often serves as 

an example to them. Researchers know that, at the FWO, 
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they are competing with researchers from all over Flanders 

and beyond, and that in doing so they are given ample 

opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge, skills and 

ideas in complete transparency and on a level playing field. 

They know that the FWO only selects the candidates with 

the best proposal, regardless of who they are or where they 

come from. Our pursuit of the most optimal selection is 

certainly never perfect, nor can we always give all excellent 

researchers what they need. That is why we are constantly 

improving our operations wherever we can.

The FWO not only aims to internationalise the peer review 

process, but also to attract international applicants and 

encourage international mobility. For years, the FWO has 

offered a wide range of international cooperation, both 

through projects and researcher exchanges. Throughout 

the year, researchers can also apply for funds for stays 

abroad for short or longer periods of time or for colleagues 

from abroad spending some time here. The FWO responds 

to opportunities for European research cooperation with 

the European Research Area Networks (ERA-NET) and 

Partnerships in the European Commission's Framework 

Programme.

In recent years, the FWO has also taken the lead in 

embedding various themes in research policy, such as 

scientific integrity, a level playing field in terms of gender 

and diversity, the data management plan and Open 

Science, more attention to diverse research profiles and 

results (the 'second axis'), facilitating and encouraging, 

not only international, but also intersectoral mobility, 

knowledge security, monitoring breakthrough research 

and tackling abusive behaviour and mental health of 

young researchers in particular. Here too, the FWO is at 

the forefront and, along with its partners from the field of 

research, sets the course, always in close consultation with 

these partners. By stimulating breakthroughs in research 

that push the boundaries of our knowledge and methods 

sensitively, the FWO seeks to continue to boost innovation 

and well-being of our society.

But everything can always be improved, and the FWO is 

constantly improving. That is why this new policy plan is 

the perfect time for presenting these plans.

To start with, in the coming years the FWO will continue to 

offer a range of clear and consistent opportunities. This 

will include exploring the possibility of a more complete 

offer for junior researchers and taking into account 

candidates with diverse profiles.

This is certainly not just about competition. Research is 

also about cooperation and everyone gains from this. 

This is another reason why the FWO wants to match the 

demand for and supply of resources even better, in part 

by continuing to encourage cooperation. Not only does 

cooperation bundle a lot of knowledge and expertise, but is 

also a way to use those resources efficiently.

How about outside Flanders? Interaction at the European 

level is a given. Where possible, the FWO will get even 

better at positioning itself as a lever to European and other 

international platforms in the future. By co-funding cross-

border research consortia, the FWO continues to provide 

as much access as possible to the European Research 

Area (ERA). Flemish researchers thrive in channels such as 

ERA-NET and the Partnerships of the European Framework 

Programme. Excellent candidates from Flanders who 

fell just short of a Marie Skłodowska-Curie postdoctoral 

fellowship are accommodated with fellowships of their 

own. The FWO also offers Flemish ERC applications for 

Starting or Consolidator Grants a second chance with 

runner-up projects. This allows researchers submit even 

better applications to those or other European channels 

next time.

Outside the European Framework Programme, the FWO 

also encourages international cooperation as a lever for 

excellence, with a unique offer that covers countries both 

inside and outside Europe. Collaborative projects and 

exchanges with foreign partners contribute to this as much 

as the mobility funding that researchers permanently can 

apply for from the FWO. There is also the Weave programme 

for bi- and multilateral cooperation with a whole range of 

European countries.

Diversity is another focal point. With the 'second axis', the 

FWO has created more room for diverse research profiles 

in the application and evaluation procedures. The FWO 

continues this work and includes the evaluators too. The 

proper functioning of the panels and external reviewers is 

constantly evaluated and, where necessary, adjustments 

are made. In line with the Agreement on Reforming 

Research Assessment, which the FWO signed in 2022, and 

as a participant in the Coalition for Advancing Research 

Assessment (CoARA) launched that same year, the FWO is 

working on a new evaluation and research culture.

This includes looking out for target groups that currently 

are not reached enough, such as young potential with a 

migration background or a less favourable social situation. 

Through its relentless efforts in recent years, the FWO 

has made great strides in gender equality and diversity. 

However, there is more work to be done and this will 

continue to require attention. Fair chances of success 

for candidate aspirants who have not yet obtained their 

master's degree are closely monitored and receive extra 

support. We are in dialogue with the universities to make 

maximum use of available funding to host young potential 

temporarily.The FWO is the place to be to propose daring 
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In close consultation with its partners inside and outside 

Flanders, the FWO continues to help give direction to 

Open Science. This open world clearly has its own pitfalls 

and risks. That is why the FWO prepared a framework for 

knowledge security policy, which the FWO will continue 

to implement in the coming years, again together with 

researchers and partners. Internationalisation is high on 

the agenda, but in a transparent, safe, responsible and 

ethical context.

The close relationship that the FWO has always maintained 

with its researchers will continue. The FWO tries to get 

even better at explaining the policy pursued and make 

clear how researchers can make optimal use of the FWO 

instruments. The FWO communicates the achievements of 

Flemish research to the general public. 

The well-being of researchers is also close to the FWO's 

heart. Whether it is workload or relations between the 

various actors in the research field, there is a lot that 

can put researchers to the test. Together with the FWO 

researchers' host institutions, we therefore coordinate 

how mental health can be safeguarded and how correct 

behaviour, especially towards junior researchers, can be 

guaranteed. 

How will the FWO put this ambitious programme into 

practice? You will find out on the following pages.

scientific ideas. Ideas with which researchers dare break 

the barriers can lead to fundamental breakthroughs in our 

knowledge and in our economy and society. This is why, 

during the previous policy period, the FWO already started 

examining whether the FWO funding sufficiently stimulates 

this type of science, following a similar exercise at the 

European Research Council (ERC). Based on that thorough 

analysis, the FWO will decide what is needed to give that 

breakthrough research an even higher profile.

To help increase knowledge on topics of particular 

importance to society, businesses and to the public, 

the FWO also contributes to thematic or mission-driven 

research at regional and European level. In the previous 

policy period, guidelines were drawn for this, stating how 

mission-driven research must be complementary to the 

core tasks of the FWO and, as far as possible, existing 

structures are used to carry out mission-driven initiatives. 

The Horizon Europe Partnerships, in which the FWO 

participates, are in turn linked to the European missions 

that seek to provide solutions related to climate change, 

cancer, water quality of seas and rivers, climate-neutral and 

'smart' cities, and healthy soils and food.

Strong science requires strong research infrastructure, 

which the FWO funds at home but equally across borders 

in collaboration with international partners. The strategic 

vision and prioritisation of this considerable challenge will 

be developed more vigorously in order best to serve the 

researchers of today and tomorrow.

The mass of data and insights housed by the FWO will 

be valorised further to inform Flemish policy on research 

and development more broadly. Researchers will have the 

opportunity to contribute to this.

Research findings and data will be made available more 

wildly by rolling out Open Science further. Not only does 

the FWO encourages researchers to publish in Open 

Access and preserve data sustainably and make them 

open to other interested parties. They are also referred 

to the FRIS research portal, where metadata about their 

research are made publicly available. The FWO also uses 

this database to make its own application and evaluation 

procedures more efficient.
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Our approach

The FWO uses leading international methods to evaluate 

applications and to distribute the available funds. We 

set out the criteria for peer review and let expert panels 

select the best research proposals. At the same time, 

we encourage international cooperation, both through 

projects and through the exchange of researchers. 

Together with VLAIO, the FWO is also responsible for NCP 

operation in Flanders. We want to take the lead in every 

fi eld and strive for innovative research policy, focusing 

on topical issues such as gender, diversity, Open Science, 

intersectoral mobility, knowledge security, the mental 

health of young researchers, etc.

1.  Mission and vision: 
mission and values 
of the FWO

1. 1. The FWO: a unique place

The FWO stimulates excellent scientifi c research that 

impacts Flanders and the world". New ideas, revolutionary 

insights, solutions to social issues, etc. Scientifi c research 

makes an essential contribution to our society. The FWO 

off ers researchers in Flanders the opportunity to create 

knowledge. Through our fi nancial resources, we support:

•	 Individual researchers (professors, doctoral students, 

postdocs and their teams). This is how we support both 

fundamental and strategic basic research in Flanders. 

Candidate researchers themselves propose relevant 

themes.

•	 Tailor-made programmes and projects. Research 

programmes driven by researchers and specially 

designed programmes, such as applied biomedical 

research (TBM), are aimed at meeting specifi c needs.

•	 Research infrastructure, both national and 

international, that provides our researchers with the 

tools they need to carry out their research at the 

highest level of excellence.
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1. 3.	 Our vision

Through research with impact, we change the world and 

make knowledge-boundary-breaking breakthroughs 

possible. Through excellent research, we expand the 

knowledge base on humans and their environment and 

explore promising areas around socio-economic value 

creation. To achieve this, we fund fellowships and research 

projects, infrastructure, travel grants and international 

scientific cooperation. 

Our values

We subscribe to the values formulated by umbrella 

organisation Science Europe for funders of scientific 

research. As a funding partner, we strive for:

•	 Autonomy and freedom for researchers and their 

organisations;

•	 Caring and collegiality among researchers;

•	 Collaboration between researchers, both (inter)national 

and across sectors and domains;

•	 Equality, diversity and inclusion for all researchers;

•	 Integrity and ethics in the conduct and communication 

of any research; 

•	 Transparency and openness at every level.   

In our daily work, we not only offer researchers our own 

resources, but also help them advance to the European 

and international levels. We maintain close ties with various 

Flemish and European networks, associations, research 

institutions and funding agencies. This is how we leverage 

the Flemish knowledge economy and strengthen its 

impact on the world by using qualitative peer review within 

the various funding channels.

 

1. 2.	 Our mission

The FWO aims to be the leading funding partner for 

researchers in Flanders. By offering financial support 

and promoting international cooperation, we create a 

favourable climate for world-class scientific research. We are 

responsible for selecting the best research proposals based 

on international peer review. This ensures that the funding 

that the FWO in its turn receives from, first and foremost, the 

Flemish and, in addition, the federal level is used optimally.

Our approach

With our funding, we subsidise fellowships and research 

projects, infrastructure, travel grants and international 

scientific cooperation. We also work closely with other 

funding agencies. Going forward, we want to focus even 

more on: 

•	 European and global cooperation: we co-fund 

international research consortia, we participate in bi- 

and multilateral cooperation, and we support promising 

researchers who might narrowly have missed hugely 

competitive European grants. 

•	 Diversity and inclusion: we create more space for 

diverse research profiles and look out for specific 

groups that are overlooked, such as young potential 

with a migration background or a less favourable social 

background. 

•	 Innovative research: we allow researchers to think 

outside the box and propose bold scientific ideas. We 

encourage mission-driven research on crucial themes 

such as climate change, water quality or cancer.

•	 Strong research infrastructure: we make every effort 

to provide today's and tomorrow's researchers with a 

research infrastructure that is sufficiently strong, both at 

home and abroad. 

•	 Open Science: we encourage researchers to preserve 

their data and findings sustainably and share them 

with others responsibly. We encourage the use of 

Open Access, the FRIS research portal and other Open 

Science channels. 

•	 Objective evaluation: we adopt the best international 

standards to evaluate applications and to allocate our 

resources
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The FWO is also represented by its Chairman and 

Secretary-General in the federal Interuniversity Institute 

for Nuclear Sciences (IIKW). As far as its Flemish share is 

concerned, this is housed within the FWO and contributes 

to its funding. 

The FWO subscribes to the corporate governance 

principles for private-law externally autonomous agencies 

and has drawn up a Corporate Governance charter. 

The operation, role and composition of the Board of 

Trustees were evaluated in 2022, commissioned by the 

FWO Board of Trustees, in collaboration with an external 

consultant. This evaluation showed that, in general, the 

FWO Board of Trustees functions well but that more room 

was needed for exploring specifi c themes and that there 

was scope for further delegation to the administration. 

The current good cooperation between the Chairman 

and the Secretary-General must also continue to go 

forward. Furthermore, this evaluation directed the update 

of the internal regulations and the Corporate Governance 

Charter, including the inclusion of 'rules of engagement', 

an elaboration of the profi le of the Directors and the 

composition of the Board of Trustees in the context of 

continuity. These changes were approved by the Board 

of Trustees on 23 May 2023. The updated charter of 

Corporate Governance and the updated rules of procedure 

can be found on the FWO website.

2.  Status and 
organisational structure 

2. 1. Status

The FWO is a Public Utility Foundation which was granted 

legal personality by the Royal Decree of 20 January 2006. 

It is recognised as an externally autonomous agency of the 

Flemish Government with private law status.

Its by-laws were adopted by the FWO Board of Trustees on 

31 May 2017 in accordance with Article 5, fi rst paragraph of 

the Statutes.

2. 2. Governance

The FWO is managed by a Board of Trustees, whose 

members are appointed by the Flemish Government. With 

a total of twelve members, eight are nominated by the 

Flemish universities and strategic research centres and four 

are nominated as independent directors by the board of 

trustees itself. In addition, the Audit Committee and the 

Nomination and Remuneration Committee are in charge of 

supervising specifi c aspects of the organisation.

The Board of Trustees of the FWO is responsible for 

the allocation of the funds which mainly come from 

the Flemish Government, and to a lesser extent from 

the Federal Government. The French Community has a 

fund analogous to the FWO: the "Fonds de la Recherche 

Scientifi que F.R.S.- FNRS". The Boards of Trustees of 

both institutions manage the Federal Fund for Scientifi c 

Research (FFWO/FFRS). The FFWO decides on non-

distributable funds and some well-defi ned powers (such as 

some prizes, donations and inheritances).

The day-to-day management of the FWO is conducted 

by the Executive Committee under the direction of the 

Secretary-General. The Research Policy working group 

acts as a policy preparatory body and comprises, in 

addition to the members of the Executive Committee, 

representatives from the Flemish universities and the 

strategic research centres.
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2. 4.	 FWO Expert Panels

Expert panels, committees and juries form, together with 

the research community from which they spring, the 

beating heart of the FWO. They assess applications for 

fellowships, research projects, research infrastructure and 

mobility.

The funding of excellent and promising researchers and 

research projects requires that the evaluations provided by 

the experts be of high quality. For the evaluation of project 

proposals and fellowship applications, the FWO strives for 

a diverse composition of the expert panels and a minimum 

of 40 per cent representation of each gender. This is also 

in line with the aim of countering possible gender bias, 

which may concern both candidates and the design of the 

research they propose, when evaluating fellowship and 

project applications.

2. 3.	 Administration

The FWO team is responsible for the efficient organisation 

of the various evaluation processes within the FWO, making 

sure that the various projects and grants are awarded and 

followed up in a timely and qualitative manner. The strategy 

and policy cell monitors the files and themes that fall within 

the framework of the FWO's policy and operations, against 

a European and international background. Researcher-

friendliness and the importance of science in Flanders form 

the common thread within our organisation.
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In terms of the fundamental channels, there are 31 

subject-specific panels (after the addition in 2022 of a new 

panel MED9) and 1 interdisciplinary panel.1 Each panel is 

divided into a fellowship panel that evaluates aspirant basic 

research and postdoctoral researcher candidates, and a 

projects panel. For the strategic basic research aspirants, 

there is a separate set of 24 discipline-specific expert 

panels and a separate panel for the Frank De Winne space 

research fellowships. 

The SBO expert panels are generalist panels, evaluating 

thematically linked economic and social projects. The main 

role of the SBO expert panels is to award consensus scores 

to the various scientific and utilisation (sub)criteria. This 

phase is followed by a meta-evaluation by two overarching 

committees.

Whereas funds for medium-sized research infrastructure 

are distributed between universities with an evaluation 

done by those institutions themselves, using a uniform 

evaluation form for the two external experts, the FWO 

lets its Science Committee consider applications for 

heavy research infrastructure. This consists of at least 

six members from different disciplines and countries. 

Following the scientific validation by the Science 

Committee, the three-member invest committee reviews 

the financial plan and how appropriate it is to deploy 

what resources where. After the scientific evaluation of 

applications for international research infrastructure by the 

Science Committee, the strategy committee, which has no 

more than ten members, tests the strategic importance for 

Flanders. The Tier-1 Evaluation Committee, which has five 

international members, gives advice on the allocation of 

computing time to Tier 1 of the Flemish supercomputer.

The International Scientific Contacts Committee (CIWC), 

which has an interdisciplinary orientation, deals with all 

individual travel credits on a monthly basis, as well as the 

sabbatical bench fee and the organisation of a congress 

in Belgium. Furthermore, the Cross-Border Panel (GOP) 

meets at least twice a year to evaluate various other 

international and cross-boundary programmes.

There are also specific panels for research projects within 

the framework of the charities Kom op tegen Kanker 

and Rode Neuzen Dag and panels for biomedical and 

clinical research, basic clinical fellowships and research 

infrastructure, as well as for Odysseus, EOS and the bilateral 

Extra-European Project Calls. For scientific awards, we 

work with ad hoc juries. 

The regulations on internal and external peer review define 

the evaluation and award procedures of the various support 

programmes.
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3. 1. The international level

At its general assembly on 2 December 2021, the United 

Nations launched 2022 as the 'Year of Basic Sciences for 

Sustainable Development'.2 Indeed, the UN considers 

basic sciences vital for sustainable development and the 

Sustainable Development Goals 2030 (SDGs), for improving 

the quality of life of all people and for rational and innovative 

thinking in a knowledge-based society. Hence their call for 

awareness around the importance of basic sciences.

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) is also championing 

basic research in its R&I report: Fighting the Pandemic and 

Boosting Long-term Growth, published in 2021.3 The report 

explains how basic research is an essential entry point for 

innovation, with broad international eff ects and long-term 

impact. The IMF sees combining basic research funding with 

a connection between private and public research as a key 

factor for advanced economies. Their analyses predict that 

this leads to long-term growth. 

Those investments pay for themselves, again according to 

the IMF, within a decade by 10 per cent more investment in 

research results in 0.3 per cent more productivity and some 

3 per cent growth in incomes after ten years. Innovation

follows from basic research, just as the pacemaker once 

saw the light of day thanks to the theory of relativity and, 

more recently, the Covid-19 vaccines would have been 

unthinkable without decades of research support from 

the European Research Council (ERC) and other actors 

who had funds safe for free knowledge-shifting science. 

A Flanders that lags somewhat behind reference countries 

in northern Europe in terms of productivity needs research 

and innovation that stimulates its growth.

The IMF also points out that solutions to ecological 

challenges will ultimately also come from innovative 

scientifi c insights. Basic research here not only referred 

to as a key driver for the development of countries and 

3.  FWO as standard-bearer 
for researcher-initiated 
scientifi c research

The core of the scientifi c research support resources 

off ered by the FWO still includes basic research 

programmes. Ever since 1928, it has contributed to the 

training of highly skilled knowledge workers, who are 

no less needed for today's Flanders than before. In this 

way, we help lay the scientifi c foundation on which the 

innovation and enrichment of society, its economy, culture 

and welfare can be built. Its support programmes cover 

not only fundamental and strategic basic research, but 

also fundamental clinical and applied biomedical research, 

research infrastructure, European and international 

cooperation, networking and mobility and also, where 

desirable and appropriate, mission-driven research 

initiatives.

As part of this, it uses scientifi c excellence as the main 

principle for assessing applications. The defi nition of that 

excellence has already been broadened and tightened 

under the 'second axis', which was elaborated during the 

previous policy period and which is still being followed up 

and adjusted where appropriate.

Besides the excellence principle, the FWO also honours 

free research, in which researchers themselves determine 

the subject of their scientifi c activities and no themes 

are imposed. Participation in ERA-NET and partnerships 

or specifi c calls, such as those for Kom op tegen Kanker 

and Rode Neuzen, are the exception to this. The major 

programmes for pre- and postdoctoral fellowships and for 

basic and strategic basic research projects are open to the 

ideas put forward by the applicants themselves.

This long-standing and strong foundation of free basic 

research, which includes both basic and strategic basic 

research, has lost none of its importance. On the contrary, 

in recent years, new insights and experiences have 

strengthened the argument for it. 
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These findings were largely confirmed in the 2021 ERC 

report: 81.4 per cent of the projects examined had led to 

a scientific breakthrough or major scientific advance.6 Half 

could present at least a 'moderate impact' in non-scientific 

fields, including economy and industry, policy and society. 

Once again, the link between scientific breakthroughs 

or major scientific advances and the high-risk-high-gain 

nature of the research, interdisciplinarity and thence to 

broader impact appeared. 

It was also the ERC that, together with the European 

Innovation Council (EIC), sent out a statement on 18 

May 2021 about the time it takes for research results to 

lead to innovation and the non-linear process of research 

and development.7 However, this of course also depends 

on the research field, discipline or topic. This further 

emphasised how great innovations would have been 

unthinkable without the foundation built up during years 

of curiosity-driven research. For example, there is CureVac, 

now a billion-euro company founded by EIC Advisory 

Board member Ingmar Hoerr, who published his PhD 

thesis in 2000 on the use of RNA for vaccines. There is 

also BioNTech, the firm of ERC grantee Uğur Şahin, who 

developed the first vaccine with European approval against 

Covid-19 with Pfizer. Even though his ERC grant focused 

on using mRNA technology to treat cancer, that research 

enabled the development of Covid-19 vaccines. 

In doing so, however, it is important to remember that 

Katalin Karikó and Drew Weisman's mRNA research 

was not funded by the prestigious National Institutes of 

Health (NIH) agency. For a long time, they barely received 

recognition for their work, which eventually turned out to 

be ground-breaking. That is why agencies like the FWO 

that fund basic research, do well to keep in mind that truly 

innovative research does not always get the opportunities 

it deserves. The perception that highly innovative and 

daring research proposals often receive less favourable 

assessments and support also seems to be alive among 

researchers, who adjust their behaviour accordingly. There 

are indications that it is about more than perception. As 

for research funders, they do not always seem to have a 

vision of building a diverse portfolio of supported research. 

Panels and experts also often work in too disciplinary a 

manner to value proposals that colour outside the lines, 

underlining the importance of interdisciplinarity.8

Moreover, room for breakthrough implies tolerance for 

negative research results, an outcome that is not in line 

with the preconceived hypothesis. Not only should daring 

research not be discouraged by punishing such negative 

results in evaluations. Moreover, unfulfilled expectations in 

research can be as instructive as positive results. 

The upgrading of such findings to valuable knowledge also 

makes it possible to design and set up new research better.

their economies. The fact that the international spread of 

basic research is greater than that of innovation is another 

remarkable finding.

It shows the dangers of underfunding of basic research. 

More efforts by the various governments are clearly called 

for, all the more so as it must once again be concluded that 

the private sector remains reluctant when it comes to non-

targeted ground-breaking research. In Europe and Asia, the 

link between patents and research is smaller than in the 

United States (US). For the IMF, it is clear that Europe and 

Asia have some catching up to do here.

However, the peak recorded only after eight years for 

citations of scientific articles, compared to a peak of 

citations of patents after three years, also shows that 

stimulating innovation through research requires a long-

term perspective. The interaction between public and 

private research is also part of that longer term.

For the IMF, the urgency of investing today is very high 

anyway, because after the Covid-19 pandemic, it is 

essential to stimulate economic growth and innovation 

with basic research and because that other major 

challenge, the climate issue, cannot be tackled without 

ground-breaking science. It should be kept in mind that 

new findings in, for example, medical and other care will 

not only help patients further, but new therapies, drugs 

or making them (partly) unnecessary (think prevention 

techniques) can equally save costs.

Alongside, the UN and IMF pleas are also heard from 

the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD). The report on high-risk-high-reward 

research it released in 2021, with the cooperation of the 

FWO and others, shows that basic and free research help 

pave the way towards scientific breakthroughs, which, 

after all, sensitively complement or even replace existing 

theories and data.4 

The FWO also put the topic of breakthrough research 

high on the agenda itself during the period in which the 

report was produced, noting, among other things, that the 

European Research Council (ERC), the European forum 

par excellence for evaluating and supporting free basic 

research, demonstrated a clear link between its projects 

and scientific breakthroughs. The report on this published 

by the ERC in 2020 showed that about 80 per cent of 

the funded projects resulted in a scientific breakthrough 

or a major scientific advance.5 In addition to the link of 

those results with the free and fundamental nature of the 

research provided, there also appeared to be a connection 

with interdisciplinarity and with impact beyond one's own 

science and sector. There is, of course, much potential for 

innovation in the latter. 
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3. 2.	 In Flanders

The Flemish Advisory Council for Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship (VARIO) therefore put forward R&D 

spending as one of the key indicators for the knowledge 

region of Flanders in 2021.12 Although Flanders is among 

the top countries to meet the European 3 per cent level for 

the share of R&D spending in GDP, the Flemish government 

should still have a permanent ambition to exceed the 

current 0.82 per cent and pursue at least the 1 per cent 

share of public spending in that area. 

Another VARIO indicator is the talent to help build a 

knowledge society.13 Flanders is at the forefront as a 

knowledge-intensive region in the European Union and 

can even compete with other parts of the world in this 

respect.14 With its pre- and postdoctoral fellowships and 

the projects for which junior researchers can be recruited, 

the FWO helps to train these knowledge workers. More 

than 5,000 researchers thus enjoy our support each year, 

as a holder of a fellowship or as a project partner. Between 

2019 (€388 million) and 2023 (€406 million), the FWO 

budget increased by 4.6 per cent. Behind each of the 

approximately 1,500 ongoing projects are another, usually 

several, (co)promoters. Every month, both junior and senior 

scientists can apply for funds to conduct research abroad, 

meet other researchers and further train themselves. 

The VARIO opinion, which points to the SDGs as an 

opportunity to strengthen research, innovation and 

entrepreneurship in Flanders and put them on the 

international map, also touches on the role that the FWO 

is already taking on in this regard with support for research 

crucial to that knowledge chain.15

The impact analysis of the FWO programme for strategic 

basic research (SBO) projects conducted by IDEA Consult 

in 2021 confirms this. According to that analysis, the 

continuing strength of FWO-SBO consists in helping 

to establish high-quality generic basic research, in the 

building of public or technological capacity and the genesis 

of utilisation potential that comes first in response to a 

public or commercial challenge. In doing so, SBO is not an 

end in itself, but a means to later realise commercial and/or 

public applications. Commercial and/or public applications 

at the start of the research are not yet clearly defined just 

because of their basic nature and thus can only become 

effective provided follow-up research. Also, impact should 

be understood more broadly than valorisation and also 

involves meaningful results for researchers and users. In 

any event, time is needed to generate impact. This insight 

ties in nicely with what is already being said at a global level 

in various forums. However, resources should also not be 

lacking, and these will have to keep pace with the growing 

popularity of this type of research if we do not want to see 

the chances of success decline further.

Closer to home, a core group of members from the 

Dutch business, consultancy and legal professions 

drafted a memorandum in 2020 in which they pointed 

out that a knowledge economy and high quality society 

require the knowledge chain to be balanced and excellent 

fundamental and strategic research to be strengthened.9 

Not only does this kind of research interact with innovation, 

but also helps to retain home-grown top talent and 

attract international top talent. To this end, the core group 

proposes a selection of 'new plateaus', i.e. spearheads, 

with a view to the long term and unforeseen results of 

scientific curiosity (serendipity). That said, the general level 

of research should also be high.

Accompanying such a proposal are warnings of 

underfunding of basic research (including by the Dutch 

Research Council (NWO)), to which the Rutte government 

at that time and its minister for Education and Science 

Robbert Dijkgraaf have already given some response with 

additional resources.10 In any case, there are fears that the 

Netherlands could disappear from the international top, 

although these concerns also stem from a possible over-

reliance on alternative results and criteria to replace the 

classic emphasis on publications and citations.11 

Concerns from the Netherlands about insufficient 

levels of investment in science were also noted at the 

online conference 'The Societal Impact of Science and 

Technology in the Netherlands and Flanders' held on 28 

September 2021. Indeed, Flanders appears to be doing 

better than the Netherlands in terms of R&D spending 

relative to GDP, also surpassing it as an innovation leader. 

There is consensus between the Netherlands and Flanders 

that fundamental and strategic basic research are part of 

a crucial quadruple helix in which knowledge institutions, 

companies, government and citizens interact. Although 

the impact of basic research cannot always be measured 

one-to-one, this well-known problem of contribution 

(contribution to) versus attribution (assignment to) should 

not lead to underestimating the former compared to the 

latter.



P O L I C Y  P L A N  2 0 2 4 - 2 0 2 8 1 5

also expressed where it forms a link in a chain of different 

types of research funding whose combination enables 

the achievement of also well-defined thematic objectives, 

missions. 

Data show that the FWO fulfils that indispensable role 

as a link in the Flemish knowledge chain, which it also 

wants and needs to be. Flanders' rise to the top of the EU's 

innovation scoring board to 'innovation leader' appears to 

be due, among other things, to our strengths in R&D such 

as the number of citations of scientific publications and the 

amount of international scientific, as well as public-private 

co-publications.21 

This ultimately applies to all support offered by the FWO, 

but also its partners in Flanders for R&D. Although Flanders, 

with 0.82 per cent of the GDP spent on R&D, is in the top 

league in Europe and the FWO accounts for some 25 per 

cent of the Flemish R&D budget of almost two billion a 

year16, a financial growth path remains indispensable to 

maintain a decent level of performance In line with the 

IMF's plea to oxygenate all types of research, both basic 

and more applied, VARIO recommends a policy mix aimed 

at mission-oriented research.17 

In doing so, VARIO says it is not in favour of a KPI for 

specific social impact nor of using it as a pre-imposed 

target for bottom-up channels.18 It does propose, however, 

to monitor in retrospect the extent to which bottom-up 

resources have contributed to that specific societal goal. 

Mapping the extent to which thematically free resources, 

without imposing it beforehand, contribute to top-down 

chosen themes or objectives corresponds to the freedom 

and space that the FWO wants to offer its researchers and 

that research in Flanders needs. This approach has led to 

excellent results and allowed Flanders to join the group of 

Innovation leaders within Europe.19 

This in no way prevents us from already having our own 

picture of how much resources are spent in relation to a 

particular theme, such as climate, or to what extent SDGs 

play a role, as in the case of SBO projects. Such monitoring 

has a meaningful place within the contours of the 

policies we want to pursue in relation to mission-oriented 

initiatives. 

With its recommendation to pay special attention to basic 

research, VARIO confirms the broad support that our 

approach has within Flemish R&D.20 Within the bottom-

up channels, it says, the freedom of basic research must 

certainly be safeguarded and excellent research at the 

initiative of the researcher must be the only criterion 

here. VARIO goes even further by advocating even more 

'freedom' in basic research. VARIO points to the risk-

aversion that seems to be present in this respect and urges 

the FWO to honour more 'high risk-high gain' applications, 

also called breakthrough research. We have in fact already 

started targeted monitoring of breakthrough aspects in 

the results of research we have supported in the past. The 

findings of that exercise will guide us in evaluating the 

policy and its possible adjustment. 

As we indicate when describing our mission, the FWO plays 

an intermediary role as a lever for junior to senior level, 

for postdocs and ZAP members to European funding and 

other international cooperation, for research infrastructure 

to embedding at a European and global level, among 

others. In addition to the growing number of researchers 

and to trend in basic and other research towards ground-

breaking insights, the intermediary character of the FWO is 
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With the resources and opportunities the FWO off ers to 

thousands of researchers every year, it also lifts them up to 

a European and even global level, and not only with the 

specifi c channels for European or international cooperation 

and mobility. A solid regional knowledge base is the 

prerequisite for excellence beyond the borders of that 

region. Both in the overviews of 'classic' output parameters, 

such as publications and citations, and those on funding 

from the European Framework Programme for Research 

and Development, the researchers in Flanders are throwing 

up high marks. Flanders ranked fourth among participating 

countries in the European Framework Programme Horizon 

2020 when it came to the ratio of grants obtained by 

researchers from the framework programme to regional 

GDP (2019).22

Equal opportunities and transparent recruitment based 

on the researcher's merits are paramount when selecting 

researchers. The HR Excellence label awarded to the FWO 

by the European Commission in 2010 represents those 

principles and we remain committed to them.23

For the junior researchers we support in their scientifi c 

activities, we off er opportunities at both pre- and 

postdoctoral level to gain experience in other 

organisations and sectors during their tenure as a stimulus 

to diverse careers for knowledge workers. For researchers 

from all career stages, there are opportunities to travel 

the world with mobility funds or to bring researchers from 

abroad here and establish contacts with colleagues across 

national and regional borders. 

The FWO also helps to ensure the well-being and correct 

relations in the professional sphere of all scientists it 

supports. 

4. Our target groups

Researchers can fi nd suitable fi nancial support from the 

FWO at any stage of their careers. The four-year aspirant 

fellowship off ers young researchers the chance to prepare 

their PhD. They have the choice between a fundamental 

research fellowship or a strategic basic research fellowship 

in applied science. Special doctoral fellowships are 

available for those who want to spend a year completing 

doctoral research. Each year, two fellowships are available 

to candidates in human sciences for the European 

University Institute (EUI) in Florence. 

A three-year postdoctoral fellowship junior or senior

allows the young researcher to grow into an autonomous 

scientist. For applicants for Marie Skłodowska-Curie  

fellowship at the European Commission who fi nished in 

step 2 A or on the reserve list (and thus did not receive 

funding), hosting fellowships are off ered annually. 

Physicians or pharmacist specialists with a doctoral degree 

who are active in clinical practice can receive a fi ve-year 

basic clinical fellowship which can be renewed twice. 

This gives them the opportunity to develop a translational 

research programme with long-term perspective. 

Thanks to the Odysseus programme, the FWO can attract 

top talent from abroad who can set up a research group or 

line of research at a Flemish university with start-up funding 

for fi ve years. The FWO provides the research funding and 

the Flemish university a permanent academic appointment 

to anchor the attracted talent in Flanders for a long period 

of time.

The junior and senior basic research, strategic basic 

research and applied biomedical research projects give 

teams of leading researchers and their partners the 

opportunity to set up medium- to large-scale research 

actions over four years. Research infrastructure is often 

indispensable for excellent scientifi c research and we off er 

specifi c support here too. The opportunities for (inter)

national cooperation via Weave, extra-European bilateral 

agreements or the European framework programmes are a 

common thread running through these programmes. 
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5.  The partners of the FWO

Since 2009, the FWO has been recognised by decree as an 

externally autonomous agency of the Flemish government 

from which it receives over 90 per cent of its income. The 

remainder is contributed by the federal government and, 

to a lesser extent, by third (private) parties who support the 

FWO's scientifi c prizes. 

The FWO therefore moves within the contours of the 

policies of the Flemish government and the federal 

government. Agreements with the Flemish government are 

laid down in a cooperation agreement. It cooperates on 

science and innovation policy with the Flemish department 

of Economy, Science and Innovation (EWI).

The fi ve Flemish universities (KU Leuven, Ghent University, 

University of Antwerp, VUB and UHasselt) house the FWO's 

main scientifi c target group. Members of these take the 

lead on applications in most programmes. They also act as 

experts in the expert panels, which, however, have taken on 

a strongly increased international character over the years 

and in which members with Flemish affi  liation also form 

the minority by rule. Moreover, seven of the twelve  voting 

members of the Board of Directors are nominated by the 

universities, and of the six external members of the research 

policy working group, fi ve (mostly at the level of vice-rector 

of research) represent one of the universities. University 

presence is also ensured in the other governing bodies. 

Information exchange and policy alignment with these 

partners are therefore well assured.

Other research institutions, such as the Strategic 

Research Centres (SOCs), the Flemish Scientifi c Institutions 

(VWI), other organisations in Flanders that are wholly or 

partly dedicated to scientifi c research, federal scientifi c 

institutions, are also welcome at the FWO and cooperate 

with us where they can and should. The FWO’s contacts 

with the Royal Flemish Academy of Belgium for Sciences 

and the Arts (KVAB) and its Young Academy, are equally 

close and constructive. They form a sounding board for 

what is going on in the academic world and excellent 

partners to set up initiatives for it.

As stipulated by the Flemish government, the SBO and 

TBM strategic programmes also qualify other institutions 

in Flanders as lead partners: in addition to universities, 

these include university hospitals, university colleges, SOCs 

and any research centre that meets the defi nition of an 

'organisation for research and knowledge dissemination' as 

stipulated in the European Union's Framework for State aid 

for research, development and innovation (2014/C198/01). 

Universities or research centres abroad, acting as partners 

in applications, can also claim part of the project budget. 

Companies are closely involved in business-oriented 

projects under the strategic programmes, although 

they are not themselves eligible for funding. Businesses 

are often a bridge to commercial, medical and public 

innovation. Moreover, as many FWO researchers will work 

in business later in their careers, opportunities to gain 

experience there during their predoctoral or postdoctoral 

fellowship have been broadened. Companies also act as 

funders of an FWO scientifi c prize.

The FWO also has strong international connections. It 

is a founding member of Science Europe, which groups 

together 40 major (semi)public organisations from 

29 countries that fund or carry out scientifi c research. 

Together with their experts, our staff  work to promote 

science, have a say in the construction of European 

and global science agendas and exchange insights and 

experiences in science policy. With several other research 

funding organisations in Europe and other parts of the 

world, the FWO collaborates in various fi elds, such as 

the organisation of joint research calls that connect 

researchers across national and regional borders in the 

smoothest possible way.

The FWO communicates its activities, services and their 

results more broadly to the public at large. Together 

with researchers, we try to off er an insight into science. 

We put strong emphasis on science communication to 

show society why it is crucial to keep investing in moving 

our knowledge forward. Citizen Science is also on the 

FWO's radar and right from the application for research 

funding we sound out cooperation with social actors that 

researchers want to engage with or that could be relevant. 
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6. The FWO in fi gures

Budget en personeel FWO 2023

Grant spread 2023 (in euro)

€406,264,347

€17,549,702

TOTAL BUDGET (IN EURO) 

OVERHEAD

PER CATEGORY

1380

102

843

1147

791

125

BY RESEARCH TYPE

NUMBER OF ADMINISTRATIVE 
AND FACILITIES STAFF84

Ongoing research 2023 Distribution men/women/x 2023

 

•
 

Projects
€229,760,967

•  Fellowships
€143,485,462 

• Infrastructure
€33,017,919 

 

• Operational budget
€17,549,702

 • Fundamental research (FO)
€266,540,607 

•  Clinical research
€19,740,250

•  Operational budget
€17,549,702

 
• Strategic basic research (SBO)

€86,965,572

  Infrastructure
€33,017,919

•

m 441 (52.3%)
w 401 (47.6%)
x 1 (0.1%)

Number of ongoing projects FO (all types)

Number of ongoing projects SBO

Number of current aspirant fellowships ASP SB

Number of current aspirant fellowships ASP FO

Number of current postdoc (junior and senior) fellowships

Number of participations/funding research infrastructure

ASP
SB

m 446 (56%)
w 345 (44%)
x 0

m* 52 (75%)
w 17 (25%)
x 0

post-
doc

FO

m 519 (45.2%)
w 624 (54.4%)
x 4 (0.3%)

ASP
FO

SBO

m** 783 (69%)
w 348 (31%)
x 0
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*   Limited to the 69 SBO projects awarded in the policy period 
2019-2023 (projects started from 01.01.2020). Excludes 
projects awarded under other than regular calls SBM-E and 
SBO-M (i.e., excluding ERA-NET/Partnerships and thematic 
research).

** Limited to the 1131 FO projects awarded under the new 
procedure from 2019 (projects started from 01.01.2020). 
Excluding projects awarded under other than regular calls FO 
junior, senior and Weave FWO as lead agency (i.e., excluding 
ERA-NET/Partnerships and thematic research)
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cess rate of just over 20 per cent for the FWO programme 

deviates slightly. Similar levels are achieved in the Nether-

lands and Slovenia, while Sweden comes in below that at 14 

per cent. Specifi c targets for the volume of funding, such 

as a target number of new projects per year, are nowhere 

employed. Nor is this the case at the FWO.

To keep the number of applications under control, ARRS and 

SNSF choose to allow a maximum of one application per 

applicant. The FWO allows two applications but the sum of 

the number of applied and ongoing projects may also not 

exceed two. In turn, Germany, Austria and the Netherlands 

use continuous submission. FWF uses a draw in step two 

of their 1000ideas programme for innovative research and 

Switzerland does so for project applications that end up 

around the award threshold.

Only FWF and SNSF have developed specifi c programmes for 

transdisciplinary research, although NWO is trying to weave 

it into existing application channels. NWO, SRC and SNSF 

support mission-driven research for a selection of themes 

made by the organisations themselves and/or at the national 

level. DFG, NWO, FWF and SNSF encourage high risk high 

reward research with support channels designed or at least 

appropriate for it. The FWO has concrete plans to accommo-

date transdisciplinary research. It also uses targeted questi-

onnaires to investigate the breakthrough nature of supported 

projects with a view to adjusting its policy where necessary. 

7.  The FWO 
in comparison 
with some partner 
organisations in Europe

In order to position itself against similar organisations, 

the FWO carried out a comparison with the Deutsche 

Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG), the Dutch Research 

Council (NWO), the Austrian Science Fund (FWF), the 

Slovenian Research Agency (ARRS), the Swedish Research 

Council (SRC) and the Swiss National Science Foundation 

(SNSF) on a number of topics. 

Financial resources vary considerably where, for example, 

the German DFG has an annual budget of more than 

€3.4 billion. Even with organisations in smaller countries, 

comparison is diffi  cult because the scope of action, the 

research population to be served and the population 

size of the respective countries may diff er. For example, 

the FWF, with 8.9 million Austrian citizens, can count 

on €283 million, while the Swedish SRC, in a country 

with 10.4 million citizens, can commit €730 million. A 

better comparison are the overhead required by funding 

organisations to perform their tasks. Against an average of 

4.8 per cent, the FWO shows itself to be quite effi  cient with 

an overhead of less than 4 per cent.

Because project funding, unlike fellowships, is most com-

mon across national borders, we compared our programme 

of basic research projects with similar programmes at the 

organisations surveyed. The corresponding budgets clearly 

vary, but the success rates lend themselves better to compa-

rison. From the average success rate of 24 per cent, the suc-
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Monitoring impact is not uniform and this already starts 

with the definition and these can cover both societal and 

scientific indicators. Follow-up policies are not generally in 

place. The FWO also has additional steps to take to this end. 

However, whereas we make a database with information on 

all supported research publicly available, and the FRIS data-

base does so for publicly funded research in Flanders, this is 

not always the case for the surveyed organisations and their 

national context either. Only Slovenia and Sweden offer this 

on a national level.

DFG, NWO and FWF pay attention to knowledge security, 

elsewhere no concrete framework for this seems to have 

been worked out yet. At FWO on the other hand, it has been 

put high on the agenda.

None of the organisations surveyed offers a framework for 

policy-preparing and -supporting research, including in 

the organisation itself, but at SNSF it may have a place within 

mission-oriented research. This, of course, does not exclude 

analysis and monitoring of their own policies, just as by the 

FWO. (See further Chapter 9, OD 3.2.)

Unconscious bias is usually still dealt with using codes 

of conduct, instructions and sometimes even training of 

evaluators. This is also FWO’s approach. Only SNSF has 

introduced double-blind assessment of applications for its 

SPARK programme, aimed at unconventional research with a 

duration of up to one year. More diversity in research profiles 

is pursued with broader assessment, as FWO already applies 

with its 'second axis'. Only FWF goes so far as to prioritise 

minimum quotas for the selection of female candidates (in 

the ESPRIT programme) and, in case of equal assessment, 

choose in favour of the female candidate. Apart from 

ARRS, gender equality objectives and measures have been 

introduced everywhere. The FWO is no exception.

The mental well-being of researchers does not seem to 

be explicitly included anywhere in the policy, although for 

NWO, a 'healthy research culture' is one of the four building 

blocks of its 2023-2026 strategy. The FWO already linked this 

theme to its integrity policy in 2013, including profiles for the 

different types of scientific actors, and further strengthened 

it in 2023 and included it in its general regulations. The FWF, 

like the FWO, obtained the HRS4R label and thus applies the 

European Charter and Code for Researchers and The Code 

of Conduct for Recruitment. This does not preclude the 

existence of organisation-specific or national codes.

Open Access (OA) for the publications resulting from the 

supported research is mandatory everywhere, except at 

DFG which does encourage it. Nowhere is a certain type 

of OA imposed so the green OA that does not entail extra 

costs is a valid option. The FWO also thinks this is good 

idea. The data management plan (DMP), with a view to 

properly managing research data, is part of the standard 

everywhere. DFG, NWO, FWF and SNSF prioritise open 

data as a principle, with possible exceptions. FWO advises 

researchers to adopt the principle 'as open as possible, as 

closed as necessary' for data.
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application. Agreements were then made with the Flemish 

Institute for Biotechnology (VIB), which represents the 

SOCs in working groups and councils, about incentives for 

VIB to cooperate with other researchers in the framework 

of our support programme for fundamental research 

projects. 

In terms of the EU funds, the FWO mainly exercises a 

leverage function and it is considerable, with the funds for 

ERA-NETs, Partnerships, Joint Programming Initiatives, ERC 

hosting projects and fellowship for postdoctoral fellowship 

candidates from the Marie Sklodowska-Curie Actions 

(MSCA). Through the NCP Flanders, applicants for support 

from the EU Framework Programme and Digital Europe 

are thoroughly informed about the various channels and 

opportunities that present themselves there. 

The FWO also cooperates with its partners in all other areas 

of Flemish S&I policy, as provided for in the policy plan. 

This is a continuation of a long practice. That partnership 

is built into our own organisational structure and we are 

also represented in numerous Flemish, Belgian and also 

European and other consultation forums.

For its part, the Flemish government honoured the 

intention to continue the growth path for resources for 

basic research. This was countered by the FWO's eff orts to 

rationalise application modalities and focus on the target 

group that was kept strictly in mind. During the integration 

of the former IWT programmes for basic research and the 

Hercules Foundation and in the major reform exercise of 

long-standing FWO programmes, all of which had already 

been implemented before 2019, that balance between 

supply and demand was a major focus. This also applied to 

preserving the uniqueness of basic and strategic research. 

With the off er of two types of aspirant going forward, one 

focused on basic research and another on strategic basic 

research, it also came down to keeping the profi le of both 

sharp. Through communication by various means, we 

provided candidates with as much information as possible 

to make the right choice between these two options. The 

extension of doctoral (PhD) SB grants to social fi nality was 

an intention, which, however, could not yet go ahead. It 

remains on the agenda, as its added value is still sensed 

among the recipient fi eld as well.

8.  A look back at the 
policy period 2019-2023

The policy plan for the 2019-2023 period was structured 

around fi ve major strategic objectives:

1. From excellence to breakthrough

2. Clear and expeditious procedures

3. In Europe and the World

4. Open science

5. In society.

Here is a brief review of how we achieved those objectives. 

The evaluation of that policy took place in 2023 by IDEA 

Consult, commissioned by the Flemish Department of 

EWI. The conclusions of this evaluation were mostly very 

positive. That did not rule out suggestions for adjusting 

the existing initiatives and new areas of focus for the 

future. The FWO has naturally taken these into account 

in its new policy plan and these fi ndings were also taken 

into consideration when drawing up the cooperation 

agreement with the Flemish Government.

1. From excellence to breakthrough

The complementarity of FWO with the Special Research 

Fund (BOF) of the Flemish universities, with the Flemish 

endowment for the strategic research centres (SOC) and 

with funds off ered to the European Union, especially 

then through the Framework Programme for Research 

and Innovation, was an important point of attention. The 

individuality of these funds and the autonomy of the 

institutions involved over their use naturally remained 

unaff ected. 

However, periodic consultations took place between the 

FWO and VLIR, and FWO and the universities can closely 

monitor the developments of each other's programmes 

during the monthly research policy working group and 

board of directors meeting. In practice, part of the BOF 

funds already go to smaller seeding and hosting actions to 

help prepare promising younger researchers for an FWO 
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Since our offer of resources for strategic basic research 

borders on similar programmes of the Agency for 

Innovation and Entrepreneurship (VLAIO), albeit with 

a different ranking between the academic and business 

target groups, the need for harmonisation with these also 

presented itself. There is a partnership that is mutually 

perceived as enriching taking place, not only for the 

management of strategic programmes, but also for 

the allocation of corporate research funds by VLAIO. 

Meanwhile, we did not fail to continue to work on our 

own strategic basic research programmes, where respect 

for their individuality went hand in hand with meaningful 

convergence with the approach of the other programmes. 

Streamlining procedures and processes were on the 

agenda for all FWO channels. 

The creation of a new research infrastructure funding 

pillar within the FWO included not only the integration and 

adaptation of the former Hercules channels for heavy and 

medium infrastructure. It also included a new programme 

for international infrastructure (IRI). The coordination of 

the management of the Flemish Supercomputer (VSC) 

also found a permanent home at the FWO. With the 

Einstein Telescope project, which aims to build a large-

scale detection infrastructure for measuring gravitational 

waves in the province of Limburg, we are coordinating 

Flanders' participation in a very ambitious undertaking in an 

international context.

A theme of great importance for all types of research 

funded by the FWO is that of breakthrough research. The 

FWO devoted a lot of attention and study to this, both in 

the OECD context and within its own organisation in close 

consultation with its partners represented there. A tight 

plan for monitoring the breakthrough nature of results 

arising from research already supported was developed 

and its findings will help us adjust policy where necessary. 

Closely related to that theme is the 2019 intention to 

broaden the concept of research output and balance 'the 

safety of feasability' with 'the risk of originality'.

The broadening of research and researcher profiles 

also dovetailed with international trends. That led to the 

introduction of a 'second axis' for criteria in evaluation 

procedures and the possibility of submitting a wider range 

of relevant activities and achievements in applications and 

reports on ongoing or completed research.

Neither breakthrough research nor the second axis can be 

separated from 'team science', as partnerships and diversity 

of profiles and their interaction help push boundaries. 

This is even more so for interdisciplinary collaboration, 

as it appears to lead to sometimes powerful innovation. 

Moreover, working together across national and regional 

borders, institutions and science domains can contribute to 

an even more efficient use of always scarce resources.

Interdisciplinarity was also given special attention to as 

part of the reform of the panel structure, which already 

followed fairly shortly after the installation of a renewed 

panel structure for pre- and postdoctoral fellowships and 

projects by 2019. The interdisciplinary panel revisited the 

way the interdisciplinarity of proposals is defined, assessed 

and rewarded. In the future, for all panels it will be also 

mandatory that inter- and multidisciplinary research 

remaining largely within the boundaries of the panel scope 

receives the attention and appreciation it is due.

More limited interventions can also make a difference 

for researchers in the field. While Fundamental Clinical 

Fellowships (FKMs) were offered unabated to allow 

postdoctoral researchers to bridge the gap between 

basic research and a clinical environment, they were 

reformed. The clinical doctoral fellowships merged into 

the programme for aspirants. With the budget freed up, the 

revamped FKM programme was further strengthened. Extra 

space and time was also created for senior researchers with 

the possibility of combining a sabbatical with a long stay 

abroad.

Under the heading of 'both rights and duties', among other 

things, we updated our appeals procedure and provided for 

a lot of flexibility to accommodate those who suffered from 

the consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic. The duties 

story came with a new reporting procedure, with adapted 

questionnaires that not only demand accountability from 

researchers, but also give them the opportunity to present 

a wide variety of results. For unsatisfactory reports, it was 

agreed that consequences could be more binding. For 

researchers who do not submit a report at all, the door of 

the FWO will even be closed until this obligation is met.
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3. Europe and the World

We continued an investment in European cooperation 

long before 2019. Flemish researchers were given the 

opportunity to join hands with colleagues elsewhere in 

Europe in various fields of science through ERA-NET and 

the Future and Emerging Technology (FET) - Flagships. The 

number of hosting fellowships for postdoctoral scientists 

with a Seal of Excellence from the MSCA was increased 

to eight a year and five hosting projects are not only 

available for Starting Grant applications to ERC, but also for 

Consolidator Grant proposals. Under our direction, NCP 

Flanders, with an extensive team of staff, guides potential 

users through the European Framework Programme and 

Digital Europe. 

Meanwhile, the transition from ERA-NET to the 

Partnerships was also made. Already two waves of 

partnerships with FWO participation have been launched, 

a third is in preparation. Within the framework of 

'Working Group 12' of the Europe Platform steered by 

EWI, agreements were made with the other partners, 

which obviously include knowledge institutions and also 

Flemish departments other than EWI, on the coordination 

and division of tasks of the Flemish presence in these 

Partnerships. Moreover, it examines how these European 

initiatives can contribute to Horizon Europe's Missions, 

which aim to have a concrete impact on a number of major 

societal challenges. 

The international operation of the FWO alongside the 

European Commission's Framework Programme covers 

bilateral cooperation with partner countries and regions 

that are regularly assessed for their suitability for Flemish 

research. It remains to be seen whether this also offers 

opportunities for post-Brexit partnerships with (parts 

of) the UK. The FWO, together with VLIR, has already 

expressed its commitment to keep the UK involved in the 

EU FP as an associate partner. 

The brain gain Odysseus programme was not only 

continued, but also evaluated and optimised with some 

reforms in 2019-2020. 

The EOS programme, which allows researchers from 

Flanders and the French Community to set up joint 

projects, was continued and met with great interest. Based 

on an evaluation by IDEA Consult, the programme was 

thoroughly optimised, including the introduction of a 

two-stage application procedure and the simplification of 

consortium rules. 

2. Clear and expeditious procedures

In recent years, the FWO has again put a lot of effort 

into making its administration and guidance available 

to researchers in the best possible way. The revamped 

e-portal, an even more convenient tool for the submission 

of applications and their processing by peer reviewers, 

was an important step in this regard. That service was 

also responsive with regular surveys of the users of our 

programmes. 

The reform of the panels of different application 

programmes, which expanded considerably in number, 

aimed at homogeneity where possible and specificity 

where required. The whole review process was monitored 

by ourselves and also externally through the user and 

panel surveys. The same applies to the FWO programmes 

themselves. For basic research projects, for instance, there 

was an extra section with hosting projects for both Starting 

Grants applied for from Flanders but just not awarded and 

Consolidator Grants from the European Research Council 

(ERC). The Lead Agency Procedures for cooperating 

with researchers in other European countries within the 

framework of basic research projects were incorporated 

into a single European programme Weave with FWO as 

partner. Young emeriti get another chance to valorise their 

expertise at the helm of a basic research project. 

At the end of 2019, the Excellence of Science (EOS) 

programme was also externally evaluated by IDEA Consult 

in order to launch the second call of this programme in an 

optimised version. The brain-gain programme Odysseus 

was thoroughly analysed by the Court of Audit in 2020, 

after which the FWO implemented the recommendations 

to optimise the next call. In both evaluations, stakeholder 

questioning was central (applicants, peer reviewers, 

panellists, beneficiaries, etc.).

For fellows, candidate and project scores were balanced, 

where they initially weighed in at 60 and 40 per cent of 

the total, respectively. In all programmes, the second axis 

with broadened criteria was integrated and the gender 

and diversity dimension is probed even more specifically 

as well as cooperation with civil society actors, where 

these aspects are relevant. SBO projects are linked to the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) review. The quality 

score at evaluation for such an application in turn decides 

whether or not the application can be resubmitted during 

the next round in case of rejection.
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4. Open Science

Open Science covers many aspects, from publishing 

data to collaborating with citizens. This is not only about 

opening up research output, but also about making it 

known and exchangeable across scientific disciplines. 

Internationally, the term FAIR is put forward: findable, 

accessible, interoperable and reusable.

We have adopted Open Access Green for publications 

based on FWO research as a minimum standard. The 

Flemish FRIS database, in which research institutes upload 

the metadata of research by their scientists, will make 

it possible to monitor follow-up even better. It will also 

lead to a smoother way for everyone to submit their data. 

This also applies to metadata on datasets created as a 

result of FWO-supported research. In addition to updated 

regulations and monitoring the correct registration of 

information on research results, we are also taking the 

path of stimulating and raising awareness via various 

communication channels.

Open and FAIR Data are not yet required, but we want to 

pave the way towards this through consultation and by 

helping to create trust. For that consultation, the Flemish 

Open Science Board (FOSB) and the associated Flemish 

Research Data Network (FRDN) are the platforms of 

choice. The FWO is not only represented there, but also 

houses its coordination hub. 

Open Science also includes a generalised focus on 

diversity, which we try to substantiate on a daily basis with 

a policy regarding our own internal organisation, including 

the panels, and the research community we serve. This 

ranges from the balanced composition of bodies from the 

point of view of gender diversity to providing flexibility for 

researchers for family, medical and social reasons. Our 

concern for data security and GDPR rights of all actors 

involved naturally also belongs in this context of openness 

with responsibility.

We want to be open ourselves by being as transparent 

as possible from request to feedback. However, we also 

demand transparency not only through periodic reporting 

on ongoing and completed research. Scientific integrity, 

including the respectful treatment of all researchers with 

whatever role or profile, is just as much a part of this. 

Where something goes wrong in that respect, we want to 

know about it and take appropriate action. 

The bi- and multilateral Lead Agency Procedures found 

a home in the European WEAVE, partly thanks to efforts 

from the FWO. This programme allows researchers in an 

administratively simple way to cooperate internationally 

with partners in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, 

Luxembourg, Slovenia, Wallonia, among others. Non-

European calls for bilateral research cooperation with 

countries such as Brazil, South Africa and China, among 

others, offer the opportunity to work globally with the best 

partners on themes of your choice. 

The existing outbound mobility opportunities for 

researchers were complemented in 2022 by an inbound 

mobility channel allowing Flemish researchers to 

temporarily strengthen their team with expertise from 

outside Flanders. 

As mentioned before, research infrastructure also gained 

an additional European dimension with the IRI programme. 

In our operations and interactions with the outside world, 

we always pay careful attention to data security and the 

GDPR rights of all actors involved. In view of the global 

security not only of our domain, but of the country and 

region in which it is situated, we are taking the first, but not 

insignificant steps towards a knowledge security policy. 

This should arm us against any harmful intentions from a 

less than secure international environment.
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The FWO also listens to both researchers and society. We 

exchanged intensive views with the latter on the 2018 

Flemish Science Agenda, but we have continued to listen 

ever since. Mission-driven and thematic research calls, 

responding to societal knowledge needs, have equally 

resulted from this. The two ad hoc calls that we managed 

to arrange very quickly after the start of the Covid-19 

pandemic on that theme are telling examples. But we 

also organised calls for research in bioeconomy and for 

predoctoral De Winne fellowships in astronomy and space. 

Humanitarian projects in cooperation with Kom op Tegen 

Kanker (cancer research) and Rode Neuzen (research on 

mental health for youngsters) have become a fixture of the 

FWO over the years.

5. In society

Not only does the FWO communicate with wider society, 

but it also motivates its researchers to do so. With a range of 

media and initiatives, we offer them the opportunity to talk 

about their scientific activities to a wide audience. Scientific 

communication has become very established over the 

years because many researchers enthusiastically seize it 

as an opportunity to show how interesting and relevant 

their scientific research is. The public is just as eager to 

learn more. This was reflected in the success of the science 

agenda where no fewer than 10,559 questions for science 

were submitted. 

The FWO also explored where it could establish links 

beyond the boundaries of the policy domain of science 

and innovation. Where that did not prove useful, we did 

not pursue it. But for partnerships and missions under the 

EU Framework Programme Horizon Europe, it turns out to 

be very useful to tackle the various societal challenges it 

addresses in Flanders with the Department of Economy, 

Science and Innovation (EWI), but also with other 

departments and organisations in those various policy 

domains. 

Moreover, the FWO actively participated in the Flemish 

Broad Review, an initiative of the Flemish government 

in response to the heavy financial efforts made over 

the past few years and to be made in the future. The 

aim is to examine the expenditure items of the Flemish 

budget through permanent monitoring and to look for 

optimisations. The FWO made a valued contribution here 

with an impact measurement of the SBO programme and 

actively participated in the VBH project group within the EWI 

policy area.

For the FWO, being in society also means helping to prepare 

its researchers for a career that may take place not only at 

the university or another knowledge institution, but in all 

possible sectors of the economy and society. We contribute 

to this with expanded opportunities to gain experience in 

another organisation or a company already during a pre- or 

postdoctoral fellowship, among other things. 
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9. 1.  A programme offering 
up to date

OD 1.1. The FWO off ers a palette of opportunities that 

is clear and consistent. This will include exploring the 

possibility of a more complete off er for junior researchers 

and taking into account candidates with diverse profi les.

A PhD is the fi rst step in scientifi c career, either within 

the walls of a knowledge institution or in the wider world 

beyond. Flanders has chosen to focus strongly on the 

training of these knowledge workers with an expansion 

of support for doctoral programmes at the FWO and 

elsewhere. The annual growth of doctorate holders should 

help boost the knowledge-driven Flemish society, in close 

connection with the international space around. Our well-

being and prosperity depend on it. 

For PhD holders who want to further deepen their 

knowledge afterwards, there are postdoctoral pathways, 

including the FWO's postdoctoral fellowships. These allow 

young researchers to deepen their scientifi c knowledge and 

skills further and to contribute to the solution of complex 

research questions on a more independent basis. With 

these extra competences, they move on to positions within 

the knowledge institutions or to numerous companies and 

organisations where this profi le of knowledge workers is 

increasingly needed.24

The social added value is thus twofold: it is both about 

strengthening our knowledge base and training high-level 

knowledge workers. 

We already include everyone, and also these junior phases 

of a research career, with our application programmes. 

Based on a thorough evaluation and comparison of 

applications from all universities and also other knowledge 

institutions in Flanders, we try to select the most suitable 

candidates. This Flanders-wide procedure is part of our 

unique off er. In doing so, the FWO has an eye for candidates 

9.  Strategic objectives 
2024-2028

We will continue most of the lines we set out before 

also in the policy period 2024-2028. This means that 

many themes will be continued such as the application 

programmes for fundamental and strategic basic research, 

research infrastructure, international cooperation and 

mobility, the Odysseus programme, fundamental clinical 

fellowships, applied biomedical research, humanitarian 

actions, the organisation of the expert panels and the 

adjustment of their structure, scopes and operation, 

Open Science and data management, the expansion 

of researcher profi les ('second axis'), the monitoring of 

breakthrough research, communication, etc.

In addition to continuing to follow up on what was 

started earlier, we are also setting new beacons. Both the 

continuation and the renewal and addition of the policy are 

structured in four clusters with strategic objectives. Under 

these, we have operational objectives (OD) aimed at the 

concrete realisation of these strategic goals. In addition, 

the cooperation agreement 2024-2028 between the FWO 

and the Flemish Government contains quantitative targets 

for each of these four strategic objectives. 

1. A programme off ering up to date

We are further aligning our support off er with the 

current needs of Flemish researchers. 

2. In the engine room of the FWO

We improve our own operations where we can and 

where appropriate. 

3. Horizontal themes

We continue and strengthen a number of urgent 

themes that run horizontally throughout all 

programmes and the entire operation of the FWO. 

4. A connected FWO, with researchers and society

We align our connectedness with researchers and 

society with what is happening today. 
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on the basis of which we can explore where the most 

optimal offer exists. For a detailed budget simulation, we 

refer to Chapter 10 of this policy plan.

We also want to offer a clear framework for the evaluation 

of different types of research proposals. Thematically 

related panels for the evaluation of applications of 

fundamental or strategic basic research can now 

sometimes both evaluate research proposals with a more 

strategic or even application-oriented character. We want 

to eliminate this unnecessary overlap and thus avoid 

fragmentation. 

In all these adjustments, the aim is to offer researchers the 

most appropriate forum for the evaluation of their ideas 

and not to let anyone fall between two stools. After all, 

it is important that research applications that are on the 

borderline between different research types (fundamental 

or more strategic basic research) still have as real a chance 

of success as other applications. In addition, it is important 

to balance the task load between the different types of 

review panels. 

A thorough analysis of each application programme, 

discipline and evaluation panel of the possible overlaps 

between programmes and panels, the gaps they have and 

possible other bottlenecks is therefore the first step in that 

exploration. The aim is to create a palette of options that 

is clear and consistent, accompanied by sufficiently sharp 

definitions of fundamental and strategic basic research, 

and responsive to the real and sometimes diverse needs of 

researchers. 

with diverse profiles with different backgrounds and 

qualities, who can be selected not only through study 

results but also through other relevant indicators. 

Moreover, for pre- and postdoctoral researchers, we want 

to see how we can make that offer even more complete, 

taking into account the major societal challenges facing our 

contemporary society. 

Therefore, we are exploring the creation of a societal finality 

section for the aspirants in strategic basic research, which 

currently only focus on economic and/or technological 

added value. 

In any event, the number of postdoctoral fellowships 

needs to be increased to respond to the demand for 

that profile at universities and other research institutions 

better. Moreover, it will be studied whether postdoctoral 

researchers should in future be allowed to opt not only 

for fundamental research, but also for strategic basic 

research. A postdoctoral SB fellowship would allow a 

young researcher to further develop the expertise gained 

during the PhD and to deepen the strategic potential of that 

research with a view to applications in industry (postdoc SB 

economic) or in a societal context (postdoc SB societal). 

For this postdoctoral SB channel, we consider the main 

target group to be doctorate holders who have the ambition 

to increase their scientific independence by conducting 

independent research at postdoctoral level. PhD holders 

with a background in basic research who still want to 

expand their knowledge in a strategic way, or PhD holders 

who were active in strategic basic research who want to 

delve even further into basic research, currently have no 

further framework to do so independently. Nor does the 

VLAIO innovation fellowship offer these holders of a PhD 

what they are looking for. After all, this fellowship is aimed at 

postdoctoral researchers who want to learn how to vaporise 

their research results commercially, just as in the previous 

phase predoctoral researchers can conduct their doctoral 

research with and in a business environment through a 

Baekeland fellowship from VLAIO. 

That means that the gap for postdoctoral researchers who 

want to conduct strategic basic research independently, 

without financial input or direction from a company or 

other societal actor, can still be filled. At the same time, the 

FWO remains committed to intersectoral mobility among 

postdoctoral researchers, facilitating breaks in fellowships 

and transfers between academia, private sector and 

government. This way, the knowledge accumulated within 

academia can also be optimally valorised within the wider 

society afterwards.

The need for these extended fellowships is bound to 

additional funding, but this can be kept relatively limited, 

from 269 to 300 fellowships, as there will also be a shift 

between the existing application possibilities and the new 

ones that are created. So that will require good monitoring 
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At the same time, when developing each programme, 

efforts were and are made to align its objectives and 

target audience according to the rationale behind the 

programme. A discussion about an alignment of different 

support channels in Flanders is crucial in this respect to 

monitor the chances of success, as is a balanced playing 

field between researchers from different institutions.

The balance between the demand for and supply of 

research funds will also benefit from monitoring the 

complementarity of the various research support 

channels in Flanders and beyond. The FWO wants to 

contribute to the conversation about this and continue to 

assess its own supply accordingly. For each programme, 

the FWO examines to what extent there are limitations for 

researchers based on their institution and considers what 

impact certain adjustments per programme would have. 

To keep the application mass manageable, especially if the 

target group is widened, the current application possibilities 

could be tightened. The key here is to leverage and direct 

our researchers from the postdoctoral level onwards to 

funders such as the ERC, to embed heavy infrastructure on 

a European scale, to bring data and publications based on 

research supported by the FWO to International platforms, 

etc. The FWO is not an end station, but a place where 

research talent, knowledge and ideas are strengthened in 

order to then move on.

OD 1.2. A good balance between supply and demand 

with measures built in to properly manage the number 

of applications taking into account the context of 

Flemish R&D. 

The FWO occupies a key position in research funding in 

Flanders and our broad offer attracts many researchers 

each time. The Flemish Government has invested in a 

financial growth path in recent years and we want to 

continue along this path together with it. It is important not 

to let excellent scientific ideas and potential go to waste. 

The proposed growth path thus strengthens the position 

of Flemish researchers in an international perspective and 

thus also the attraction for foreign talent. In addition to real 

growth in the research budget, funding should also keep 

pace with increased research costs. (For the budgetary 

impact of growing to a 25 per cent success rate for 

research projects, see Chapter 10, 10.2.)

Reasonable and motivating success rates go hand in hand 

with a reasonable level of demand for funds. The FWO 

wants to help foster a culture in which clear objectives, 

such as an annual cohort of new fellows and projects, are 

matched by well-considered requests for support. Such 

a culture can keep the pressure on funders, evaluators and 

applicants within reasonable limits. Collaboration remains 

important, both for knowledge sharing and efficient use 

of resources, and we want to encourage that even further 

(financially). We are also considering whether the focus 

on viable applications could be tightened, for instance by 

denying applicants of applications considered very weak 

the opportunity to resubmit during the next round. This 

provides space for evaluators as well as applicants, who 

can take more time to strengthen their research proposals.
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OD 1.4. The FWO optimises its support for international 

cooperation based on international comparison, 

measurement of the impact of each channel and analysis 

of the needs of the Flemish research community and its 

international partners. 

We remain committed to international cooperation, which 

runs like a thread through our funding offer. After all, 

internationalisation of Flemish research remains crucial 

if Flanders wants to maintain and strengthen its strong 

position in science in various fields. 

In this rapidly evolving world, we want to optimise our 

support for this on the basis of international comparison, 

measurement of the impact of each channel and analysis 

of the needs of the Flemish research community and 

its international partners. In doing so, a sufficiently high 

success rate is crucial to sufficiently support the Flemish 

research community in its internationalisation. 

That is why we are looking into the possibility of integrating 

the EOS programme for cooperation between Flanders 

and the French-speaking Community into the Weave 

programme. We also scrutinise the choice of partner 

countries within the bilateral Extra-European Cooperation 

via stakeholder consultations and adjust where necessary. 

We keep an eye on where crucial programmes that we have 

already optimised during the previous policy period, such 

as Odysseus and Weave, still have room for improvement.

OD 1.3. The FWO offers support and access to as many 

Flemish researchers as possible in different research 

domains throughout the duration of the Framework 

Programme in consultation with the Flemish partner 

institutions involved.

Ever since the European Commission's Sixth Framework 

Programme, through ERA-NET (European Research Area 

Networks) we have been bringing researchers in Flanders 

together with their colleagues in other countries and fund 

their subproject in a European research consortium. In 

2018, we broadened this to strategic basic research (SBO) 

projects too. 

We want to maintain that interplay of regional funding 

and administration with the European level in order to 

continue offering low-threshold access and often even 

a first introduction to European scientific cooperation 

for researchers from here. Moreover, those European 

partnerships potentially contribute to Framework 

Programme missions. 

We keep that door open for as many Flemish researchers 

as possible in various research fields throughout the 

duration of the Horizon Europe Framework Programme, in 

which ERA-NET is intertwined with the Partnerships.25 We 

aim for enough partnerships covering as many domains 

as possible. We do this in consultation with our Flemish 

partner institutions. Achieving this ambition does require 

additional resources. (For this, see Chapter 10, 10.3.)



P O L I C Y  P L A N  2 0 2 4 - 2 0 2 8 3 1

for research evaluation, together with our regional and 

national partners and the other members of Science 

Europe. The 'second axis', which we introduced in 2021 

to allow applicants to capture a wider range of activities, 

results and impact, has taken its place. We are monitoring 

its results, and where it can be delineated even more 

clearly, we will do so. We not only embrace variety, but 

also encourage our evaluators to shift to a rating culture 

that gives diverse profiles and careers a fair chance. 

That includes risky research that may lead to major 

breakthroughs. 

The challenge is to use the existing framework and perhaps 

additional interventions to eliminate all kinds of bias and 

distortion, however unconscious and unintentional, and 

to allow different talents to be considered. Lateral entrants 

from outside academia and with careers in other economic 

and social sectors should be given real opportunities to 

succeed. For predocs, this also means that we are mindful 

of diverse profiles with different backgrounds and qualities, 

who can be selected not only through study results but 

also through other relevant indicators. 

We continue to monitor and safeguard the success rates 

of candidates who have not yet obtained their master's 

degree when they submit their aspirant applications. We 

will take all flanking measures that prove necessary. We do 

carry on talking to universities about the role their research 

funds can play in temporarily hosting and strengthening 

candidates with potential. 

We also continue to measure the extent to which 

we support risky research with potential for major 

breakthroughs, to learn from this where we may need to 

make adjustments. Measuring a whole range of outcomes 

from FWO research remains the intent of all our revamped 

reporting procedures anyway. 

9. 2.	 �In the engine room of the FWO

OD 2.1. The FWO ensures smooth and balanced 

application and evaluation procedures. This involves 

ensuring that the results of the 2019 reforms with 

attention to new developments such as the Agreement 

on Reforming Research Assessment and the Coalition for 

Advancing Research Assessment (CoARA) continue to be 

consolidated. In addition, the FWO measures the extent 

to which one supports different types of research (e.g.,  

risky research) and what results this support leads to.

We are consolidating the results of the 2019 reforms of our 

procedures and processes and we adjust where possible 

and necessary. We remain alert to new developments in 

the research field within and outside the borders of our 

region and experiment with new approaches. For example, 

a draw between very closely ranked applications located 

around the award threshold is being further investigated. 

The principles contained in the Agreement on Reforming 

Research Assessment, which the FWO signed with 

numerous other organisations at home and abroad in 

2022, and which are analogous to the 'second axis' that we 

ourselves introduced in the previous policy period, will help 

to guide us. 

We offer space in our application forms and during 

interviews for applicants to tell their stories and provide 

the evaluators with all the information and tools they 

need to assess applications thoroughly. We accompany 

all actors during the application and evaluation round 

from start to finish and provide the applicants with well-

founded justifications of the evaluation results. We ask 

them for as much information as necessary, but take 

care not to overload them or the evaluators with it. The 

efficiency of information flows, such as one-off enquiries 

about publications or datasets via FRIS, is being further 

developed. Whether complete publication lists, on top of 

a top-5 selection, are necessary and even desirable for 

a balanced assessment of applicants is being carefully 

reviewed. We are working on measuring impact better and 

more completely. 

As a member of the Coalition on Reforming Research 

Assessment of the European Commission we continue 

to follow closely the work on an updated framework 
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OD 2.3. Together with the department, the FWO plays 

a central role in developing the strategic vision and 

prioritisation around participation in international 

research infrastructures, with a view to future continuity. 

Interest in the International Research Infrastructure (IRI) 

programme continues to grow, requiring a more stable 

funding base for the future. In this respect, we are working 

with the EWI Department on a long-term perspective, 

based on scientific and financial analyses. We want to 

play a central role in developing that strategic vision 

and prioritisation around participation in international 

research infrastructures. We want to extend that vision 

and corresponding roadmap to our partner institutions. A 

policy-based approach must be balanced with preferences 

and choices from the bottom-up.

A point of attention in the development of this vision is 

the provision of follow-up financing for IRIs that avoids 

jeopardising the continuity of current commitments and 

the chances of success of initial applications. We also 

create room and flexibility to respond to new IRI initiatives. 

Participation in international infrastructures should be 

reassessed at regular intervals. 

Based, among other things, on the small-scale EWI 

programme analysis of IRI carried out by Technopolis 

Group, we will review the evaluation framework. We will 

monitor the projects based on general and project-specific 

KPIs. When assessing IRI applications, we also call attention 

to future users, outside the application consortium and an 

accessibility policy. We want to help better visualise the 

range of available infrastructure that all researchers can 

access. The purpose of a roadmap is to show where we 

want to go and what we want to focus on in the (medium-)

long term.

The budgetary impact of these plans is detailed in Chapter 

10, 10.4. 

OD 2.2. The FWO supervises and trains evaluators in its 

evaluation panels. Both the achievement of the second 

axis and the quality of the evaluation work delivered (both 

per panel member and overall) are crucial here.  

Through adapted scoring grids and instructions, we are 

already including evaluators in our adapted evaluation 

model. However, we want to see an updated evaluation 

culture emerge to allow new views to actually play a role 

in evaluations. After all, evaluators also need to participate 

in the realisation of our second axis and the Agreement 

on Reforming Research Assessment. All this, of course, in 

ongoing dialogue with the researchers themselves. In that 

evolution, we want to guide panel members even more with 

adapted training.26 

That is why we want to clarify our expectations of our 

peer reviewers. A balance between the workload for these 

internal and external evaluators on the one hand and the 

validity, reliability and transparency of the evaluation process 

on the other is paramount. Where necessary, we provide 

additional support for meeting our specific requirements for 

evaluation, such as, not least, the appropriate assessment of 

study results or the utilisation plan in strategic basic research 

and applied biomedical research. The assessment of (inter-)

national cross-institutional cooperation also deserves 

adequate explanation, especially given the significant share 

of such projects. Cross-cutting themes such as gender and 

diversity, bias and distortion during evaluations, knowledge 

security are equally important and sometimes require 

specific guidance. We work on targeted training where 

needed. 

This goes hand in hand with intervention where peer 

reviewers fail to meet expectations. We are working on 

an even more systematic follow-up of the quality of the 

evaluation work delivered with a measurement system 

that is as discrete as it is simple. We provide constructive 

feedback on our findings to evaluators. They form the 

tandem that takes initiatives to point out working points or 

propose the replacement of members in panels with an 

administrative as well as a scientific chair.  

We fill the gaps for valorisation expertise in the review 

college, our pool of potential evaluators, as much as 

possible. We ensure a sufficiently high level of international 

expertise, even though this may be an additional challenge 

for more nationally or regionally bound themes within the 

humanities and social sciences. 

Last but not least, a permanent point of attention is a well-

balanced composition of the panels so that the required 

expertise is present to properly cover all research domains 

that are addressed in a panel. We continuously monitor this 

crucial condition for excellent peer review.  
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OD 2.5. The FWO charts the output and impact of the 

various funding recipients and projects in the context 

of enhanced intelligence. The FWO works together with 

FRIS to do this.

Through its broad operation, the FWO collects a lot of data 

that can also provide a strong foundation for science policy 

in Flanders. The FWO will strengthen this data by mapping 

the results from the research it supports (fellowships 

and projects). This will be done through continuous 

cooperation with the EWI database Flanders Research 

Information Space (FRIS). 

OD 2.4. The FWO analyses the evaluation procedures and 

their results in order to improve them where possible 

and ensure even more equal opportunities. In doing 

so, the FWO also looks at how the success rates of 

multidisciplinary, international and cross-institutional 

applications within the FWO funding channels compare 

with the average success rate in the same channel. These 

analyses will also include gender and other potentially 

relevant indicators based on channel specificity.

With analyses of which applications were and were not 

granted, we want to learn more about the evaluation 

behaviour of our expert panels and the factors that make 

a particular application or applicant successful or not. 

These factors include the research topic, study results, 

other outputs, the applicant's status and network, the extent 

to which an application builds on a researcher's previous 

work, and multi- and interdisciplinarity. That analysis aims 

to improve evaluation procedures where possible and 

further ensure equal opportunities. The intention is not to 

categorise applicants, let alone create bias around any one 

category. 

Following the broadening of the multidisciplinary nature of 

basic research evaluation panels during the previous policy 

period, it is important to monitor how the success rates 

of multidisciplinary, as well as international and cross-

institutional projects compare with the average success 

rate in the same programme. By measuring the impact of 

one or more of these dimensions, which all amount to a 

special form of cooperation, policy can be adjusted. For 

that evaluation, we want to join hands with the Centre 

of Expertise for Research and Development Monitoring 

(ECOOM).

These analyses will also include gender and other potentially 

relevant indicators based on channel specificity.
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basic research over applied research to demonstration 

and pilot facilities. Ideally, complementary to public 

resources, private resources are also deployed to achieve 

mission objectives.

In this framework for a mission policy, points of interest 

that are particularly important for the FWO are:

•	 The FWO can, in addition to taking up missions that are 

offered, also help define the content of mission-driven 

research in advance.

•	 Not only can there be a complementarity of mission-

driven research with the core task of the FWO, but 

where possible it can also be examined how existing 

structures can be used to carry out mission-driven 

initiatives.

•	 Although transdisciplinarity, in the sense of 

interdisciplinarity combined with collaboration between 

academic and non-academic partners, is part of 

the internationally accepted definition of mission-

driven research, this aspect should not be made 

too prescriptive because it has not been and is not 

universally applicable in practice. Moreover, the FWO is 

developing specific policies for transdisciplinarity in the 

lap of the current SBO programme.

The mission-driven research that the FWO has supported 

to date, and of which further mention is made, complied 

with those provisions. In addition, the 'missions' that are 

part of the European Framework Programme Horizon 

Europe are an obvious reference for what can be defined 

as Flemish missions. These missions aim at joining forces to 

tackle major challenges facing European member states.

Horizon Europe's five missions are: 

1.	 Adaptation to climate change, including societal 

transformation

2.	 Cancer

3.	 Healthy oceans, seas, coastal and inland waters

4.	 Climateneutral and smart cities

5.	 Soil health and food.

These missions are steered by mission boards, assemblies 

and subgroups, which include Belgian representatives. 

Not only do the missions provide space for different 

types of research. The FWO is also actively involved in 

the Partnerships under ERA, which will help contribute 

to these missions, albeit in proportion to their substantive 

affinity with the missions. ERA-NET and Partnerships 

bring together fundamental, strategic basic research and 

innovation. The researcher consortia that can compete for 

9. 3.	 Horizontal themes

OD 3.1. The FWO is open to mission-driven and thematic 

research and organises calls on this subject depending on 

any additional resources.

The relevant Flemish minister set as a policy objective 'a 

structural framework for mission-driven innovation'. The 

EWI department subsequently developed an overview 

and framework with ideas for giving concrete form to 

such a Flemish mission-driven research and innovation 

framework. 

The approach to mission-driven research and innovation 

policy adopted by the EWI policy area is based on four 

components27:

1.	 Purposefully mobilise research and innovation to solve 

complex societal and economic challenges.

2.	 Purposefully deploy science and innovation in society 

to solve societal and economic challenges.

3.	 Formulate concrete, ambitious but achievable goals in 

so-called missions.

4.	 When those missions focus on desired transitions in 

energy, climate, food, mobility, health, digitalisation, 

etc. and thus aspire to a change path, we speak of 

transformative missions. 

Mission management always requires a partnership model 

involving at least the four actors of the quadruple helix: 

companies, knowledge institutions, government and civil 

society.

In turn, the FWO developed a framework within which, in 

line with its basic missions and as part of that quadruple 

helix, it can contribute to supporting thematic and mission-

driven research.

Two essential elements are:

•	 The resources for the core missions of the FWO are not 

strained.

•	 The required dedicated funds, including overheads, are 

available as an addition to the FWO budget. 

This is in line with the view of the Flemish Government 

(EWI) that public funds can be both new and existing 

resources and instruments. These resources are pooled 

and earmarked with a view to achieving the mission 

objective. Depending on each mission, this pooling of 

resources and instruments is situated within certain 

Technology Readiness Levels (TRL levels) or across 

TRL levels. This ranges from fundamental and strategic 
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programmes, but it also enjoys the trust of the research 

community, with which it maintains intensive and structural 

contacts. Therefore, it is the place par excellence to run 

specific mission-driven support initiatives, within the 

outlines indicated here. 

Mission-driven and thematic research has within it the 

potential to produce results that will eventually prove to 

have great economic, social, cultural and other relevance. 

The mapping of breakthroughs in particular, particularly 

meaningful and ground-breaking new scientific insights, 

is the subject of a specific survey that will be carried 

out in funded FWO research from the second half of 

2022. This survey will also learn a lot about the potential 

that FWO research generates to contribute to missions 

at the Flemish or European level and potentially even 

inspire this Flemish breakthrough research to additional 

missions. This gathering of information is part of our 

systematic monitoring of spending per theme, which was 

also included in the previous policy plan. This ex-post 

classification by theme is in line with the policy of other 

research funds in Europe and further afield. 

However, additional resources per thematic research call 

will be just as indispensable to be able to really shape this 

mission policy.

funds in calls under these programmes not only consist 

of researchers from different European and associated 

countries, but can also cover different types of research 

and do so within the same consortium.

In line with the vision of the Flemish EWI department, 

the missions should be established on the basis of 

consultation between stakeholders within the quadruple 

helix of knowledge institutions, companies, government 

and citizens. The FWO applies the same bottom-up 

approach to its funding programmes and applications are 

submitted on the initiative of researchers who are driven 

by their scientific curiosity and the estimated urgency of 

the intended research. On this basis, they are also assessed 

during the peer review procedure. 

The FWO's core task is to support ground-breaking blue 

sky and strategic basic research, but it has also built up 

considerable experience in supporting excellent research 

aimed at formulating answers to a well-defined problem. 

For example, reference can be made to the assignments 

it received concerning artificial intelligence, personal 

medicine, cybersecurity, bioeconomy, the Frank De Winne 

space fellowships. Moreover, two ad hoc calls for research 

related to Covid-19 were organised in 2020. These files 

show that the FWO can handle such mission-oriented calls 

and that its instruments are compatible with a mission-

driven policy, both through its demand-driven support 

programmes and its thematic calls. Not only does it have 

rich experience and expertise in handling research support 
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OD 3.3. In collaboration with its Flemish, Belgian and 

international partners, FWO continues to build the Open 

Science policy according to the FAIR principle and the 

principle 'as open as possible, as closed as necessary' and 

continues to act as a lever here. The FWO also works with 

FRIS and uses it where useful for its own application and 

evaluation processes and policy development.

Open Science is all about quality and integrity of science. 

That is why, at each stage of a fellowship or project, we 

must strive for maximum transparency, reproducibility 

of research results and scientific or other impact of 

those results. This is in line with our 'second axis' for the 

evaluation of FWO research and the concrete appreciation 

that various efforts by researchers to contribute to that 

transparency and reproducibility should receive. This is 

also entirely in line with the 2022 Agreement on Reforming 

Research Assessment.

This is why we remain committed to Open Access (OA) and 

continue to monitor which types of these (such as 'green', 

'gold', 'hybrid', 'diamond') are suitable for the best possible 

dissemination of FWO research results.28 We also remain 

closely involved in the debate on Open Data and help look 

at how research data can be made as 'open as possible 

and as closed as necessary'. The FAIR principles (Findable, 

Accessible, Interoperable, Reusable) are central to this. In 

any event, the researchers creating the data will continue to 

be given sufficient time and space to work on it themselves 

first.

Proper management of research data is key to achieving 

FAIR data. The Data Management Plan (DMP) remains the 

tool of choice for every researcher or research team to 

properly manage research data and we will continue to 

closely monitor whether the obligation to do so is met. It 

goes without saying that the representation of the FWO 

and its partner institutions on the Flemish Open Science 

Board (FOSB) gives the follow-up of this open science 

policy more structure and efficiency.

OD 3.2. The FWO provides a framework within which 

scientists can also provide research with added value for 

policy at various levels. 

The FWO has a gold mine of data such as application files, 

their evaluation, metadata on the results they generate, 

researchers and their expertise, etc. Although we primarily 

use these data to perform our core tasks, we also want 

to respond positively to questions from policymakers and 

society about the resources spent on certain topics and 

other results that emerge from our support programmes. 

There are many topics that are topical and relevant, either 

to our own operation or the wider external environment. 

Although the FRIS database can help us map out a lot, 

such as Open Access publications and (open) data based 

on FWO research, there is certainly still room to tap into 

other questions and investigate them thoroughly based on 

the information we have ourselves. We are exploring how 

other profit and not-for-profit organisations and platforms, 

such as Science Europe or the Centre for Science and 

Technology Studies in Leiden (the Netherlands), can also 

inspire us here and/or strengthen our capacity. 

In addition to the analyses we carry out on these 

ourselves, we also examine with external policymakers 

and researchers what additional research can take place 

on that basis. We always check this in terms of relevance, 

desirability and feasibility (with privacy issues being strictly 

monitored). These actions can help underpin FWO policy 

and broader R&D policy in Flanders and even beyond. It 

can even send out signals about new and unprecedented 

trends and patterns. 

We also invite the scientists we support, for their FWO 

research, to indicate how it might add value to policy 

at different levels. We do this without any additional 

administrative pressure.
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The FRIS database will increasingly provide a unique 

overview of publicly funded research in Flanders and 

can be a source of inspiration for reporting, analysis and 

statistics.29 It allows us to keep our finger on the pulse 

of Flemish research and adjust policy-making to that 

monitoring. We make maximum use of FRIS to retrieve 

information on publications, OA and (meta)data and 

integrate it in our application and evaluation procedures. 

It also allows us to measure other themes, such as 

various forms of collaboration. Linking patents to the 

FWO research, among others, is no less relevant. The 

principle of a single enquiry will result in efficiency gains 

for all concerned. These gains can be further increased 

by optimising (Flemish and international) ecosystems 

that allow information on research data to flow better. An 

important step is to link FRIS to the EOSC portal, which 

should become the central European repository for 

research data and related services. More optimisation can 

be done, such as making the global database ORCID even 

more profitable and allowing data to flow between ORCID, 

FRIS and the research institutions. Members from Flanders 

in that organisation could increase that potential. 

In addition to clear regulations and monitoring them, we 

raise awareness among our researchers, panel members 

and our own staff about the importance of our Open 

Science policy. Emphasis is placed on the benefit that 

every researcher and policy maker gains from mutual free 

access to publications and data and their reuse. However, 

this requires an effort to correctly deliver good-quality 

data to the databases of the institutions and FRIS. We are 

therefore expanding our Open Science web page and 

further underlining the importance of Open Science for 

all stakeholders. We provide information on the latest 

international findings and recommendations, the activities 

of the Flemish Research Data Network (FRDN) and network 

of institutions and their contacts. Explanations about Open 

Science are a standard part of our numerous info sessions. 

We coordinate our actions with our partners in Flanders 

(EWI and FRIS, VLIR, FOSB and FRDN), Belgium (CIS-CFS 

working group Open Science), Europe (Science Europe and 

EOSC Association) and the world ourselves.30 

OD 3.4. The FWO is further rolling out the 2021 FWO 

Gender Equality Plan (GEP) and developing good and 

workable practices considering non-traditional and 

minority groups among its (potential) applicants. 

The gender gap and leaky pipeline in academia remain a 

concern, although steps forward have been taken in the 

recent past.31 We are working towards achieving the targets 

in the FWO's 2021 Gender Equality Plan (GEP), which 

has been made public and for which we are committing 

specific resources. We collect and monitor data. We 

provide training. We help create a work-life balance for 

researchers, for men, women and other gender types. We 

adapt our organisational culture accordingly. We strive 

for gender balance in leadership and decision-making. 

We monitor gender equality in recruitment and career 

development.32 We encourage gender mainstreaming in 

a research content. We provide measures against gender-

based violence, including sexual harassment. We not only 

continue our diversity policy, but also contribute to raising 

awareness among researchers and take new or additional 

initiatives where needed. To do this, we for example look to 

organisations abroad. 

Moreover, from the achievements on gender equality and 

the GEP, we develop good and workable practices with 

non-traditional and minority groups in mind. In this way, 

we examine to what extent ethnicity, socio-economic 

background and other elements are relevant to the role 

played by the FWO and to our efforts to create a level 

playing field for all. With ECOOM, we are looking at how 

to get an even better picture of information around these 

issues. We will also examine how (partial) anonymisation of 

candidates in evaluations, a more targeted appeal to certain 

target groups and inspiring role models can contribute to 

more diversity in our group of supported researchers. 



P O L I C Y  P L A N  2 0 2 4 - 2 0 2 8 3 8

Although many articles, blog posts, editorials and similar 

have already been published on researchers' mental health, 

there is only a relatively limited amount of quantitative 

information available.35 The FWO is therefore going to 

stimulate research on this topic, in collaboration with 

universities and ECOOM. In doing so, we will examine how 

the mental health of doctoral students evolves over the 

years. We also want to know whether doctoral students 

show more or less mental health problems now than five 

years ago. We are also interested in the evolution of the 

mental health of researchers throughout their career path 

(postdoc, ZAP). We try to frame that in an integral view on 

well-being and also the role that factors such as Covid-19 

have played in this.

We are also looking with knowledge institutions at what 

initiatives can improve the mental and physical health of 

researchers. The Flemish government’s external hotline 

for abusive behaviour is another partner with whom we 

are entering into discussions. We are certainly open to 

responding to other similar initiatives, possibly with an even 

broader span. 

The FWO will define its specific role in the triangular 

relationship with researcher and hosting institution and 

make arrangements with the institutions that form the first 

point of contact. The approach that the FWO develops with 

its partners must be part of a generic policy that applies to 

all researchers. Knowledge exchange between the FWO 

and the hosting institutions on concrete problems relating 

to our fellows or projects is an integral part of this. 

OD 3.5. The FWO places the mental and physical health 

of FWO researchers high on its agenda. It does this by 

stimulating scientific research on the mental health 

of researchers in collaboration with the knowledge 

institutions and ECOOM, and, together with the 

stakeholders, examining which initiatives it can take to 

improve the mental and physical health of researchers. 

In recent years, there has been an increasing focus on 

the mental health of researchers. A study conducted 

by ECOOM Ghent University found that mental health 

problems are 2.4 times more common among doctoral 

students than in the general, highly educated population.33 

Almost a third of young researchers were found to be 

at risk of developing serious mental health problems. As 

researchers are our main target audience, their well-being 

is important to us and, moreover, mental health problems 

can have a significant impact on their performance and 

thus on the efficiency of the resources we spend on 

research, the FWO wants to help address this growing 

issue. This equally applies to physical health.

There is no tolerance for abusive behaviour. Our 

expectations towards both junior and senior researchers, 

with elaborated profiles of their roles, which we formulated 

and made known back in 2013, have lost none of their 

relevance and validity in that respect either.34 They also, 

for instance, clearly indicate that senior researchers 

should behave responsibly and properly towards junior 

researchers. The FWO itself adopts a responsive attitude 

when complaints reach it about problematic behaviour.
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OD 3.7. The FWO pays attention to sustainability in  

all its programmes. 

The FWO developed a sustainable travel policy during the 

previous policy period. The intention is now to continue 

on this path. The focus here is on the FWO's core tasks of 

organising the evaluation and administrative follow-up of 

the scientific research to be funded.

To this end, a sustainability report will be drawn up during 

this policy period based on the standards of the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI), an international organisation that 

draws up guidelines for sustainability reporting.

OD 3.6. Together with other stakeholders in Flanders 

and beyond, the FWO continues to build a feasible and 

effective knowledge security policy. 

International research collaboration is a catalyst for 

excellent research. With this starting point, the FWO's 

international policy aims to offer Flemish researchers, 

at every stage of their careers, an extensive range 

of opportunities for international networking and 

collaboration. However, international cooperation, 

especially in the current geopolitical context, also involves 

risks. Scientific values such as academic freedom, mutual 

transparency and scientific ethics are under pressure. 

Cybersecurity, in a digitally connected world, poses quite a 

challenge in itself.

European science policy is therefore now paying increasing 

attention to the potential dangers and risks of international 

cooperation and Open Science. As recently as February, 

the European Commission issued the guidelines 'Tackling 

Foreign Interference'36 and the Netherlands, Norway and 

Sweden, among others, have already taken the first steps 

in developing a national knowledge security policy. ISO 

standard 27001 sets the internationally applicable standard 

for information security. In the context of the FWO's 

information security, a process was started to obtain that 

certificate.

Such a framework is also currently being prepared at the 

Flemish level. Together with the other stakeholders, the 

FWO will help think about a feasible policy. To this end, we 

started this work in 2022 and we are building on it. It comes 

down to being mindful of these dangers without touching 

the core of freedom and openness in research. Stimulating 

awareness of these issues and some self-questioning 

about the own situation in connection with them among 

researchers and their institutions offers room for both 

dimensions. Here, support with services and expertise 

provided by governments is crucial, for instance by setting 

up a central knowledge security desk along the lines of the 

Netherlands. 

We also ensure that such knowledge security policy 

does not exert too great an impact on the administrative 

overhead of the FWO or of the researchers and scientific 

institutions.
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OD 4.2. Together with other partners, the FWO remains 

committed to science communication at the Flemish level 

and in the European context to ensure links between 

science and the wider public. 

Rarely have so many researchers been in the media 

as during Covid-19. The public look to science for 

understanding and perspective. But a lot of misinformation 

is also spread around socially important topics such as 

the Covid-19 pandemic and the policies surrounding 

it, vaccinations, nuclear energy, climate change, etc.,  

especially through social and new media. The importance 

of science communication (WeComm) can therefore not 

be underestimated. 

Many researchers and research institutions obviously 

recognise this importance and many good initiatives on 

science communication are therefore organised, both in 

Flanders and internationally: Pint of Science, the science 

cafés, the Nerdland festival, the children's university, day of 

science, etc. In its previous policy plan, the FWO also paid 

the necessary attention to science communication. Our 

work now focus on our revamped Kennismakers Magazine 

and accompanying news update. Thanks to partnerships, 

we are also closely involved in the organisation of Grijze 

Cellen and the Flemish PhD Cup, among others. 

Moreover, we make great efforts to organise events at 

which we make researchers aware of the importance 

of science communication. In doing so, we continue to 

emphasise the benefit and satisfaction they themselves 

take from it and do not impose it as an 'onerous' obligation. 

We remind them how they can tell inspiring stories for 

the scientists of tomorrow. Researchers do not have to 

come up with ready-made insights at all, but may well 

also let the public know that they are left with many 

unanswered questions and that insight and doubts about 

existing knowledge are just as much a part of the concept 

of science. As part of our broadened evaluation criteria 

('second axis'), we also provide space for appreciation of 

the efforts and time invested in science communication. 

OD 4.1. The FWO ensures that the distance between the 

FWO and its researchers is short. As a "house for science", 

the FWO develops initiatives to strengthen ties with the 

scientific community in the broadest sense, motivates 

its rules and procedures and deploys a diverse palette of 

communication tools and forms. 

The FWO is perceived as an engaged organisation and 

we want to keep it that way. In doing so, we guard the 

balance between the FWO as a supportive signpost and 

the researcher's self-reliance. We remain committed to 

working together with the universities and other research 

institutions as the first line of support for scientists' 

questions and needs. 

We also gauge the latter periodically with our online 

surveys of applicants, evaluators and grantees. We handle 

complaints and appeals in a transparent and smooth 

manner. 

We are also strengthening the open character of the FWO 

by better explaining why certain rules and procedures have 

been introduced. If researchers and other stakeholders 

better understand how these support sound research 

and funding policies, they will also see them less as a 

bureaucratic nuisance. 

We also develop initiatives to strengthen ties with specific 

target groups, such as bringing together the researchers 

who won an Odysseus project during a 'meet&greet' at 

the FWO. Wherever possible, the FWO wants to become 'a 

house for science' to an even greater extent. 

We will continue to communicate about the FWO, the 

research it supports and other actions using a diverse 

palette of communication tools and forms. We are also 

exploring other formats, such as handy visual overviews of 

various aspects of our support initiatives.37 

 

9. 4.	 �A connected FWO, with researchers and society
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There is a growing awareness that cooperation can 

further increase the impact of WeComm actions. That 

is why we are active in Science Europe's working group 

on science communication, where we help think about 

how to strengthen the role institutions play in WeComm 

and develop tools that help scientists to engage in good 

science communication. This ties in nicely with the 

ENJOI project (Engagement And Journalism Innovation 

For Outstanding Open Science Communication) within 

Horizon2020, which should lead to a Manifesto for 

Outstanding Open Science Communication. For its part, 

the FWO is strengthening cooperation with other actors 

in science. The common thread running through all these 

initiatives is giving each other's actions more power and 

avoiding duplication. 

We are continuing this policy and supplementing it with 

additional initiatives. For example, we are participating in 

Science Meets Media, which aims to set up an event in 

Flanders where science and the press meet and actors in 

science communication network together. We are also 

setting up new partnerships with partners inside and 

outside the universities to reinforce each other's messages. 

Science festivals and other openings to the public we 

keep a close eye on and participate in when possible and 

meaningful. In 2028, at the end of the policy period, we will 

launch our own new 'Kennismakers' initiative to celebrate 

our centenary together with our partners and researchers.

Meanwhile, we continue to encourage our researchers 

to mention their FWO affiliation in their contacts with the 

press or other forms of science communication. On big 

days such as the presentation of the Excellence Prizes, the 

'Flemish Nobel Prizes', the spotlight is on the FWO and 

what it can do for research in Flanders. The FWO is a strong 

brand that deserves to be seen (even more often).
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A number of the policy objectives in Chapter 9 will require 

additional resources. It is clear at the time of launching this 

policy plan that no major budget increases can be expected 

in 2024. Below is a quantifi cation of what would need to be 

funded as a priority, and in order of importance, if additional 

resources were available. 

10. 1.   Research infrastructure 

As explained in Chapter 9, OD 2.3., the programme for 

international research infrastructure needs a more stable 

funding base in view of the long-term commitments 

Flanders is making to it. 

For the period 2024-2028, this requires additional funding 

of €10 million per year. This amount is based on a forecast 

arising from the commitments already made in this 

framework. It gives room for much-needed new initiatives. 

This does not alter the fact that ongoing funding will be 

evaluated very critically and stopped where necessary. 

After all, we want to make clear choices and set Flemish 

priorities given limited public funds. It is important to opt 

for participation in the international research infrastructure 

where there is a clearly demonstrable strategic interest 

for Flanders. Budgetary scope must also be created for 

Flanders to participate in the Einstein Telescope.

In addition to these extra resources, the Flemish 

Supercomputer (VSC) needs an amount of €6.4 million

per year from 2026 onwards to be able to continue the 

existing operation and investment, albeit adjusted on the 

basis of the VSC future plan of 2022.

10.  Figures for 
proposed priorities 
for additional funding 
2024-2028

The Programme Law of 27 December 2006 instituted 

from 2007 the so-called scientifi c Maribel plan to 

promote employment in basic research.38 This parafi scal 

federal revenue allows the FWO, like its French-speaking 

partner F.R.S.-FNRS, to fi nance a large number of research 

fellowships each year. This contribution amounts to €22.5 

million for the FWO in 2023. It is crucial for the FWO and 

its abolition would mean that, at cruising speed, it would 

reduce the current stock of 208 predoctoral and 111 

postdoctoral researchers. Needless to say, the abolition 

of this measure would consequently have pernicious 

consequences for scientifi c research in Flanders. 

The exemption from payment of withholding tax by 

researchers also applies to the FWO. For the FWO, 

this means an annual budget of €7.5 million to fi nance 

fellowships. This measure was instituted by the Programme 

Act of 24 December 2002 with eff ect from 2003. The 

exemption rate increased (gradually) from 50 per cent to 80 

per cent since 2013. 

The recovery of employers' NSSO contributions also 

applies to the FWO. For the FWO, this means an annual 

budget of €12 million to fi nance fellowships. This measure 

was introduced pursuant to the Royal Decree of 5 March 

1997 (BS 15 April 1997), an implementation decree of the Act 

of 29 April 1996 (BS 30 April 1996) on social provisions. The 

annual amount for the FWO is calculated on the basis of the 

current number of researchers less the 1995 fellowship.

Finally, there are the annual funds of €2,070,000 for Flanders 

through the Interuniversity Institute for Nuclear Sciences 

(IIKW). This institute was established by the Royal Decree 

of 1965 and the agreement of 12 April 1965 and the funds 

are intended for research projects in the fi eld of nuclear 

sciences and research of matter involving nuclear physics 

methods. It is mainly the CERN and ISOLDE infrastructure 

projects that will be fi nanced with this money.
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10. 2.	 �Increase success rate of 
basic and strategic basic 
research projects

As we indicate in Chapter 9, OD 1.2., the aim remains to offer 

reasonable success rates. Currently (situation at the end of 

application round 2022), this hovers slightly above or even 

below 20 per cent for basic and strategic basic research 

projects, despite the 13.75 per cent increase in funding 

for basic research projects between 2017 (€109 million) 

and 2022 (€124 million). This means that we have still not 

reached the target of a one-in-three success rate, and very 

worthy projects deserving funding do not make it. Not only 

does the interest and needs among the target audience of 

these programmes remain high, but also the existing budget 

comes under additional pressure with rising inflation.

We therefore propose an increase in resources for these 

projects corresponding to a success rate according to 

budget of at least 25 per cent, the rounded average of the 

success rate that emerged from the comparison with foreign 

partner organisations (see Chapter 7). Since the guideline for 

deployment of resources is primarily the funding of excellent 

research, this target figure of 25 per cent success rate can 

still be increased based on further facts and analysis.

For example, the chart below shows that the Z-scores 

for reserve projects (application round 2022 senior basic 

research projects) closely match those of funded projects. 

These reserve projects are also rated very high by the 

evaluation panels and, like some of the rejected projects, 

can be labelled as excellent research proposals. In order 

to approve all valuable projects ranked in reserve, rise 

above the European average and not miss out on excellent 

research, an increase in the success rate to 27 per cent of the 

number of project proposals submitted is needed. Expressed 

in terms of budgetary success rate, this would mean an 

increase to almost 30 per cent. 

Additional VAK projects SBO (in euro) for success rate 25% €8,253,151

Additional VAK projects FO for success rate 25% €53,990,887

TOTAL €62,244,039
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10. 4.	 Partnerships

The FWO now participates in 12 partnerships (from the first 

and second 'wave'). In addition, it is also linked to extinct 

ERA-NETs. To fund projects, both in basic and strategic 

basic research, in the context of calls in those networks, it 

has €9 million per year at its disposal. 

In order to make a similar commitment in a third wave of 

partnerships as in the two previous ones, the FWO will have 

to take into account five additional calls per year in which 

at least two projects can be supported each time at a rate 

of €350,000. This will require an additional investment of 

€3.5 million per year 

10. 3.	  �SB grants and  
postdoctoral fellowships

 
SB-M grants

In terms of the extension of the SB grant programme for 

community application (see Chapter 9, OD 1.1.) the current 

285 FO fellows and 195 SB fellows (together 480) are used 

as a basis. The way these fellowships are allocated across 

the different types will be gradually explored from 2024. 

Also for the SB sub-types with economic and social finality, 

no fixed numbers have been set for now, but based on the 

monitoring of needs and consideration of policy choices, 

we will examine how best to distribute them. 

Consequently, no additional financial resources are 

requested for the aspirant fellowships that are needed to 

implement this proposal.

 
Postdoctoral SBO fellowships

For the creation of a programme for three-year 

postdoctoral fellowships focused on strategic basic 

research (see Chapter 9, OD 1.1.), it is assumed that 

this should naturally be equivalent in terms of scientific 

excellence to the existing channel for postdoctoral 

fellowships in basic research. 

The exact number of researchers who would shift from FO 

postdoc to SB postdoc is difficult to determine in advance. 

This is why we have started the initial work on the SB 

postdoc programme. We look forward to seeing how the 

research community responds to this programme. Finally, 

we are evaluating how we can tailor this programme to the 

needs of researchers better.

First of all, we want to increase the total number of 

postdoctoral fellowships from 269 to 300. The financial 

resources (in euro) required for this are shown in the 

table below. These are again annual accumulated costs. 

At cruising speed, i.e., after three years, this additional 

investment of 31 postdoctoral fellowships amounts to 

(rounded) €9.28 million. (Should this additional offer be 

launched, a recalculation should be made based on the 

index applicable at that time).

Start

(1/10 – 31/12)

First  
year

Second 
year 

Third year

(At cruising speed)

€828,478 €3,887,540 €7,022,998 €9,278,492

Summary table of additional funds requested per year  

(in euro) 

International Research Infrastructure (IRI)

€10,000,000

Flemish Supercomputer (VSC)

€6,400,000

FO and SBO projects: 25% success rate 

€62,244,039

Postdoctoral fellowships: 31 extra fellowships

€9,278,492 (at cruising speed in 2026)

Partnerships Horizon Europe

€3,500,000

Total (excl. overhead)

€91,422,531
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