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General Instructions 

SME Instrument Phase 1 

 
The so called “SME instrument” from the European Commission has been introduced 
for the period of 2014-2020 within the HORIZON 2020 framework to boost the 
growth of high potential tech startups (web based entrepreneurs) all over Europe. 
Provided with about € 3 billion in funding over the period 2014-2020, the SME 
Instrument helps high-potential SMEs to develop groundbreaking innovative ideas 
for products, services or processes that are ready to face global market competition. 
During the first two years of implementation (2014-2015), more than 1200 SMEs were 
selected to receive funding under the SME instrument call; as such, 513 million Euros 
were invested in the success of innovative SMEs. By the end of Horizon 2020, the 
SME instrument should have supported some 7500 SMEs to get their innovations 
delivered onto the market.   

The dedicated SME instrument is a very unique program of the EU,  offers seamless 
business innovation support under the section Societal Challenges and the specific 
part Leadership in Enabling and Industrial Technologies (LEITs). The first time it is possible 
for startups to apply for EU funds directly without a consortium. Startups can apply in 
different growth stage (from MVP to launched Prototype) opting for different stages 
Phase 1 or 2.  

 
SME is being defined by the European Commission as for profit-company not employing 
more than 250 people and not having more turnover than 50 M Eur. See more info here.  
SME’s/startups that are EU-based or established in a country associated to Horizon 2020 can 
now get EU funding and support for innovation projects that will help them grow and expand 
their activities into other countries – in Europe and beyond. There are 13 dedicated SME 
Funding topics available ranging from Open Disruptive Innovation to Cybersecurity. See here 
the list. The EU addresses the financing needs of internationally oriented SMEs, in 
implementing high-risk and high-potential innovation ideas. It aims at supporting projects 
with a European dimension that lead to major changes in how business (product, processes, 
services, marketing etc.) is done. It will assist innovative SMEs to shape new markets, create 
growth, and achieve high return on investment. The SME instrument addresses all types of 
innovative SMEs so as to be able to promote growth champions in all sectors. 
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The most often used/requested funding scheme is the Open Disruptive Innovation, as it is 
quite open-ended. Any kind of product can fit well, if it is demonstrated beyond-state-of-art. 
 

Which Phase to choose? 
The dedicated SME instrument's supports close-to-market activities, with the aim to give a 
strong boost to breakthrough innovation. Highly innovative SMEs with a clear commercial 
ambition and a potential for high growth and internationalisation are the prime target. 

The SME Instrument offers small and medium-sized businesses the following: 

• Business innovation grants for feasibility assessment purposes (optional phase I): EUR 
50,000 (lump sum) per project (70% of total cost of the project); 

• Business innovation grants for innovation development & demonstration 
purposes (possible phase II): an amount in the indicative range of EUR 500,000 and 
2,5 million (70% of total cost of the project as a general rule); 

Translated into startup language, the Phase 1 is meant to startups with a good MVP and 
Phase 2 for companies that are in a more advanced stage, hiring a team and has already built 
a product/platform, service at TRL (Technological Readiness Level ) 6.  
See here the TRL definition here.  
SME1 means a feasibility study plan (10 pages max) , whereas SME2 (30 pages) stands for an 
established almost MBA level business plan for commercialization within the European Union. 

 
 
Formal Requirements SME1  
 

The application should provide: 

1) an outline of the envisaged overall innovation project, its intended scope, merits, risks 
and state of development to allow for an assessment of the business idea as well as an 
initial business plan based on the proposed idea/concept 

2) a description of the activities to be undertaken during phase 1 that shall result in a 
comprehensive feasibility report, including the specifications of the elaborated business 
plan, which is to be the outcome of the project (for more details refer to the Work 
Programme and the Guidance documentation). 

The structure of this template must be followed when preparing your proposal. It has been 
designed to ensure that the important aspects of your planned work are presented in a 
way that will enable the experts to make  an effective assessment against the evaluation 
criteria. Sections 1, 2 and 3 each correspond to an evaluation criterion for a full proposal. 
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Please be aware that proposals will be evaluated as they were submitted, rather than on 
their potential if certain changes were to be made. This means that only proposals that 
successfully address all the required aspects will have a chance of being funded. There will 
be no possibility for significant changes to content, budget and consortium composition 
during grant preparation. 

Page limit: The cover page and sections 1, 2 and 3, together should not be longer than 
10 pages. All tables, figures, references and any other element pertaining to these sections 
must be included as an integral part of these sections and are thus counted against this 
page limit. 

The page limit will be applied automatically; therefore you must remove this instruction 
page before submitting. 

If you attempt to upload a proposal longer than the specified limit before the deadline, 
you will receive an automatic warning and will be advised to shorten and re-upload the 
proposal. After the deadline, any excess pages will be overprinted with a ‘watermark’, 
indicating to evaluators that these pages must be disregarded. 

Please, do not consider the page limit as a target! It is in your interest to keep your text as 
concise as possible, since experts rarely view unnecessarily long proposals in a positive 
light. 

The following formatting conditions apply: 

The reference font for the body text of H2020 proposals is Times New Roman (Windows 
platforms), Times/ Times New Roman (Apple platforms) or Nimbus Roman No. 9 L (Linux 
distributions). 

The use of a different font for the body text is not advised and is subject to the cumulative 
conditions that the font is legible and that its use does not significantly shorten the 
representation of the proposal in number of pages compared to using the reference font 
(for example with a view to bypass the page limit). 

The minimum font size allowed is 11 points. Standard character spacing and a minimum of 
single line spacing is to be used. Text elements other than the body text, such as headers, 
foot/end notes, captions, formula's, may deviate, but must be legible. The page size is A4, 
and all margins (top, bottom, left, right) should be at least 15 mm (not including any footers 
or headers). 

 
There are 2 formats to fill:  
-1 is the proposal template (1-3) max 10 pages  
-and the Appendix (4-5) with company information, background, including a letter of 
recommendation etc.  
 
See here the FAQ about the SME1 Instrument. 
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We wish you a very good luck with the preparations! 
 
c*funds & Editio 
 
 


