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In an era marked by geopolitical tension, climate threat, digital transformation, and 
democratic fragility, Europe’s future depends on more than technological innovation and 
economic resilience. Navigating these complex challenges requires deep insight into 
governance, culture, ethics, and societal dynamics—precisely the realm of the humanities 
and social sciences (SSH). 

Yet, across the European Union, SSH disciplines are frequently undervalued. They are 
increasingly marginalized and written off as less relevant in contemporary political debate. The 
forthcoming EU Framework Program for Research and Innovation (FP10) represents a 
historic opportunity to address this imbalance. If Europe is serious about its democratic, 
inclusive, and sustainable future, it must place SSH at the heart of its research agenda. 

Germany’s Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) has offered a welcome signal 
of support. In its dedicated position paper, it makes a compelling case for a strong SSH 
presence in FP10. The paper proposes a thematic focus on strengthening democracy, 
fostering cultural diversity, and achieving social justice. It calls for sustained investment in 
collaborative SSH infrastructures, transnational networks, and flexible funding for topics 
including education, societal cohesion, historical memory, cultural heritage, and the ethics of 
emerging technologies like artificial intelligence. 

These priorities are widely echoed. Science Europe’s “10 Key Messages for FP10” emphasize 
the integration of SSH from call design to evaluation, while also calling for low-TRL, curiosity-
led research, academic freedom protections, and assessment reform. LERU, The Guild, 
YERUN, EASSH, UNICA, and other major university associations have also urged dedicated 
SSH funding streams and inclusion across all clusters of FP10. The European Alliance for 
Social Sciences and Humanities, together with 14 networks, specifically called for ring-fenced 
funding to address democracy, climate, digitalisation, and inequality through SSH lenses. 
EARMA and ESFRI have similarly called for agile consortia, SSH flagging in calls, and policy-
relevant research. Culture Action Europe demands a safeguarding of cultural plurality and 
greater recognition of SSHA contributions to innovation. 

These calls are not merely about representation—they are about relevance. Europe cannot 
meet the challenges of our time without understanding how people think, believe, organize, 
remember, and participate. 

FP10 must deliver on five priorities: 

1. Create a dedicated, well-funded SSH cluster that reflects the depth and diversity of 
European societies. This cluster should serve as a home for ambitious research into 
themes such as democratic governance, social inclusion, cultural heritage, migration, 
DEI (diversity, equity and inclusion), and the ethical implications of emerging 
technologies. Rather than being relegated to horizontal integration, this cluster must 



stand as a core component of FP10, with autonomy in agenda-setting and sufficient 
financial resources to foster cutting-edge, transformative SSH research. 

2. Integrate SSH across all missions and clusters in a systematic and meaningful way. 
This means embedding SSH experts not only in advisory roles but also in call 
development, project evaluation, and oversight. Interdisciplinary collaboration 
should be incentivized through co-designed calls that recognize the distinct 
epistemologies and contributions of SSH and STEM fields. When integrated early and 
effectively, SSH can help align innovation with societal needs and ethical standards, 
enhancing the legitimacy and uptake of research outputs. 

3. Invest in structural support for SSH researchers and networks. This includes long-term 
and predictable funding for SSH research infrastructures, the development of 
collaborative platforms, and international networks that foster knowledge exchange. 
Targeted support must be provided for early-career researchers, who face greater 
precarity, and for institutions in underrepresented regions. Such investment ensures 
continuity, diversity, and excellence within the SSH ecosystem, enabling robust 
responses to both persistent and emergent societal challenges. 

4. Protect academic freedom and institutional autonomy. Academic freedom is a 
precondition for genuine inquiry, especially in SSH where research often intersects 
with political, historical, or cultural sensitivities. FP10 must incorporate concrete 
mechanisms—such as reporting tools, whistleblower protections, and conditional 
funding criteria—to safeguard against state or institutional interference. Support for 
institutions facing threats to autonomy should be available, and academic freedom 
must be monitored and enforced as a core value of the European Research Area. 

5. Simplify participation and amplify impact. The administrative and financial barriers 
that disproportionately hinder SSH participation—particularly among smaller 
institutions and civil society actors—must be addressed through streamlined 
applications, fairer evaluation processes, and more flexible budgeting. Moreover, SSH 
projects should receive dedicated resources for science communication, policy 
engagement, and public outreach, especially on contentious issues. By bridging the 
gap between academia and society, FP10 can ensure that SSH research informs public 
debate and policymaking at all levels. 

In several countries institutional restructuring and funding priorities increasingly align with 
commercial or politically safe research agendas, leaving certain SSH disciplines squeezed. 
These trends are not isolated; they represent a broader weakening of the intellectual 
independence and societal role of SSH in Europe. 

FP10 must not only include SSH, but champion it. SSH are indispensable for ensuring that the 
rapid technological and economic transformations underway are democratic, inclusive, and 
culturally grounded.  

To truly lead globally, the EU must realize Enrico Letta’s vision of a “fifth freedom”: the free 
movement of knowledge, education, innovation, and research. SSH is not a luxury—it's a 
strategic necessity. Europe’s future will be shaped as much by its cultural literacy and social 
insight as by its technological might. 



We must not repeat past mistakes by treating SSH as supplementary. They are fundamental 
to Europe’s capacity to think, adapt, and lead. FP10 offers a chance to build a research agenda 
worthy of Europe’s democratic ideals and social ambitions. 
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