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Fast Track to Innovation / SME instrument phase 2  

quick guide 

 

This guide 
“The EC is aiming to identify EU (business oriented) growth champions who will apply ambitious, high 

risk proposals for commercializing innovative solutions, and if successful will disrupt the respective 

industry and market in question.”  

This document is for those who think they can meet these high standards/requirements, but have 

little idea of where to start. 

Before you start 

Both the SME instrument phase 2 (SME-2) and Fast track to innovation (FTI) are highly competitive 

instruments. They require applicants to make a clear choice to either commit themselves to an 

application or to fail.  

What do you need to succeed? 

- Commitment (applying is a strategic choice and investment) 

- A solid business case (including a clear value proposition for stakeholders) 

- A fit with the call topic  / a fit with the views of  the grant provider 

- The time to plan and write your proposal (with or without help). 

The contents below will help you write a better proposal if you comply with the above requirements.  

If you’re lacking one or more of these requirements you’re probably better off looking for alternative 

ways of funding your business or your project. This short document  contains the experiences of 

many successful applicants, evaluators, consultants as well as the experiences of the Dutch national 

contact points for Horizon 2020 at RVO. 

Types of applicants 

No specific type of applicant is required for FTI or SME-2 but the following attributes do seem to 

help: Maturity of the company and a combination of product and process innovation. Maturity is 

important in terms of risk in the eyes of the grant supplier: supporting  a company experienced in 

bringing an innovation to the market is a relative safe bet. It’s possible to get a proposal funded for a 

starting company or a recently started company. In this case it helps to point out you have a 

considerable amount of experience in your team. If you’re company is a start-up and your team has 

very little experience it’s probably a good idea to look elsewhere for funding (e.g.vroege fase 

financiering). 
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Having a product innovation alone, leads to very interesting technological projects but the resulting 

business tends to suffer. Having a process innovation alone is probably not ambitious enough: It 

makes an interesting project for the company, but not so much for the EU as its impact is too limited. 

An ideal candidate delivers a remarkable piece of technology to the market in a streamlined process, 

maximizing its impact. International orientation is also  important:  a large majority of the 

beneficiaries is active within the EU or on the global market. 

The product 

Next to the combination of process and product innovation, disruptiveness is an often used term to 

qualify the innovation. Rather than stating the innovation is disruptive applicants should argue their 

case for disruptiveness in terms of displacing earlier technologies and creating new demand in an 

uncontested market rather than competing head-to-head  with other suppliers.  

Stating a short history of the innovation helps the evaluators with context for the stage of your 

product developments. 

What companies have been successful? 

Lists of beneficiaries are published by the executive agency for SME’s (EASME) are can be found here. 

It gives a good impression of the competition and what projects tend to be successful in different 

topics. 

Get practical 

Before you start the process of creating an application check out the participant portal, create a PIC 

(Participant Identification Code ) for your company and have a look around to see what information 

is there regarding SME 2 and/or FTI: 

- SME instrument phase  2 (2016) 

- Fast Track to Innovation (2016) 

The process of writing & submitting a proposal 
Generating a successful proposal requires a significant amount of time and investment; doing  this 

with a consortium more so than for a single applicant (this only applies to SME -2). Create  a plan to 

write the proposal first,  write in a small team, have clear deadlines and deliverables. Plan to submit 

your proposal at least  a day before the actual deadline but this is really the bare minimum. 

In case of a consortium application: 

Make sure the consortium partners are complementary in the value chain. Decide amongst the 

partners what the roles, benefits, contributions and expectations are. If this is clear you can make a 

distribution in work and budget. Non-essential or non-SME  partners can have a place  in the advisory 

board or be hired  as subcontractors.  

  

http://ec.europa.eu/easme/sme-instrument-beneficiaries
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/opportunities/h2020/calls/h2020-smeinst-2016-2017.html#c,topics=callIdentifier/t/H2020-SMEInst-2016-2017/1/1/1&callStatus/t/Forthcoming/1/1/0&callStatus/t/Open/1/1/0&callStatus/t/Closed/1/1/0&+identifier/desc
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/opportunities/h2020/calls/h2020-ftipilot-2016.html#c,topics=callIdentifier/t/H2020-FTIPilot-2016/1/1/1&callStatus/t/Forthcoming/1/1/0&callStatus/t/Open/1/1/0&callStatus/t/Closed/1/1/0&+identifier/desc
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When the consortium is complete and lined up, assign an application coordinator, distribute the 

work packages among the partners and look into a cooperation agreement . The consortium 

Agreement needs to be signed before a project can start, so it’s good to look into critical parts like 

Intellectual Property at an early stage. Here you can find some documents: 

- Horizon 2020 consortium agreement guide 

- Eurostars skeleton for a consortium agreement 

Resources 
There are lots of ways to get help with applying: commercial help (through grant advisors), 

colleagues,  free of charge help  in the form of national contact points  and documents like templates 

and this quick guide. 

Having commercial help is not mandatory for writing or submitting a proposal. Consultants can  

however improve a proposal, especially if you are new to Horizon 2020 as they can bring the 

experience you lack. If you decide to make use of commercial help be sure to get this help from a 

consultant with a good  track record for Horizon 2020 applications and don’t rely on the (good) 

name of the consultancy firm. 

National contact points for Horizon 2020 

 

Business plan 

The content of an SME-2 or FTI application is quite similar as the content of a business plan. Having a 

business plan is a great help if it’s actually a  good business plan. As applying for a grant is slightly 

different than obtaining funds from an investor it’s good to look at a particular differentiator: 

societal costs & benefits of your project/business. Using  the so called triple bottom-line business 

model is a good way to come up with a checklist that helps you cover all the different aspects of an 

application. http://socialenterprisebusinessmodel.weebly.com/chapter-2-literature-review.html 

Eurostars is another funding option that is business oriented. Next to considering it as a source of 

funding  for R&D projects it’s worth looking into the guidelines for application providing you with a 

solid checklist of questions to see if you’ve covered everything you need to cover in your application. 

 

Writing a successful proposal 
A successful proposal grabs the attention of the reviewer and encourages the reader to read the 

rest of the proposal. A good way of doing this is using  the pyramid principle  . Another option is to  

read the original content by Barbara Minto. It structures a proposal in a “top-down” structure which 

can often be counter-intuitive to those with a scientific/engineering background, but is very much in 

line with what very busy evaluators will want to read.  

Use the template provided by the Participant Portal for the structure; the MS Word Version of the 

template can be downloaded after the project is created in the portal. The PDF templates can be 

found on the participant portal . 

http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/other/gm/h2020-guide-cons-a_en.pdf
http://www.gsrt.gr/ContentManagement/Files/ContentFiles417/skeleton.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/support/national_contact_points.html
http://socialenterprisebusinessmodel.weebly.com/chapter-2-literature-review.html
https://www.eurostars-eureka.eu/sites/default/files/Guidelines_Application.pdf
http://www.consultingmethodology.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Pyramid-principle_consulting-methodology.pdf
http://www.barbaraminto.com/
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal
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There is  a 30 page limit for sections 1, 2 & 3 combined: stick to it! (and possibly aim for a 25-page 

final draft, before a final review). 

 

Section 1 : Excellence 

Make sure the first page is an attention grabber, one of the ways to do this is to highlight or 

box your main objective(s) so it stands out. Excellence is focused on the science part of an 

application, make sure the science is relevant to your product. Excellence might be the start 

of the template, but section 2 (Impact) is the most important section. 

Address the points in the template, organise your sub-objectives and cross reference them 

with the work packages to make sure you actually deliver your objectives in the project. 

When addressing the ambition make sure you look beyond the scope of your project (so 

include the ambition of the company) and beyond the scope of science (so include the 

business ambitions in terms of employees and turnover). 

Section 2 : Impact 

The section Impact should be the focus of attention for your application. 

Make sure the first page is an attention grabber. 

Quantify, Quantify and Quantify again. 

The second part is the business part of an application and you should realise that “impact” 

has more than one angle: 

1) Impact on your business (in terms of turnover, number of employees etc.) 

2) Impact on your customers or on their business (value proposition, disruptiveness etc.) 

3) Impact on society (the EC also has goals and often they reside in this area) 

Describe not only what the potential is of your project but also how you’ll come to realise 

the potential (use of resources, activities, market segments, sales channels, business model).  

Pay significant attention to risks and how to avoid or mitigate certain risks. Risk assessment 

is a topic where you can demonstrate strategic thought you’ve put into a project/business. 

Give insight to your financial development over time. (e.g. quantify things like cash flow, 

money in the bank, operational expenses) 

Do use checklists to make sure you’ve covered all essential items (in the application 

template, but also a checklist from the business model canvas or Eurostars guidelines and 

the call text). 
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Section 3 : Implementation 

Work packages should correspond to your (sub)objectives. 

Include an overview of the project 

Include a Gantt chart 

Include your companies’ experience with complex/international projects & business 

Include an advisory board. 

Section 4: Members of the consortium 

There is no page limit for this separate document, but there is a limit to what an evaluator 

will read. 

Lower the risk profile of your project/company: 

- demonstrate experience (products on the international market, with international  projects 

etc.) 

- mention awards and grants previously awarded to your company 

- Letters of intent or letters of support from stakeholders & contributors 

- mention critical people in your organisation. 

 

 

 

 

 


