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Preparing your interview for ERC-SyG

(grantee’s perspective)

Víctor Borrell
Full Professor CSIC

corresponding PI - ERC-SyG 2023 



4. Self-testing for the interview
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1. Prepare the slide presentation

2. Prepare the speech

3. Practice and get feedback

5. At the interview: Q&A



4. Keep slides as simple as possible – use only to illustrate main concepts

6. Use color blind-friendly colors
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1. Prepare the slide presentation

The GOAL is to convince that your project is fantastic, requires synergy, and must be funded
Make it easy to the panel

2. Reduce the multiple complexities of the project to their simplest concept

3. Use the simplest concepts possible, eliminate technicalities

1. Make the problem, and your proposed approaches, easy to understand

5. Use animations to populate your slides and focus the attention step-by-step (do not abuse!)

7. Number your slides 
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1. Prepare the slide presentation

1. Cover slide



Unfolding the dynamic interplay of mechanical and molecular 
processes in brain folding

UNFOLD

cPI: Victor Borrell (Spain) – developmental biology 
PI2: Kristian Franze (Germany) – physics
PI3: Laurent Nguyen (Belgium) – cell biology 
PI4: Roberto Toro (France) – computational modeling
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Identify your 
project

Identify your 
international team

Identify your 
unique expertises

Show an image
that captures 

the topic of your project

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
Good morning. My name is VB, and my co-PIs are Kristian Franze, Laurent Nguyen and Roberto Toro. First we want to thank you for the opportunity to present our project, which takes a cross-disciplinary approach to unravel how the brain folds, and what are the consequences of folding on brain function.
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1. Prepare the slide presentation

2. Topic and problem focus of your project, and its benefits beyond your field (1 slide)

3. State-of-the-art and why your project will be transformative to make it advance (1 slide)

1. Cover slide

Stress your individual expertises, and how they have contributed to the current 
knowledge in the field on the problem

 Thank for the invitation to the interview



Neurogenesis and 
neuron migration in 
mouse and human

Nguyen

Brain tissue and 
cell mechanics
in vertebrates

Franze
Stem cells and 
genetics in ferret

Borrell

Toro
Biomechanical 
models – Brain 

mapping

Data from isolated fields
Lack of holistic understanding

Current 
view:

Synergy of complementary fieldsNeeded:

Brain folding

?Life 
sciences

Physical 
sciences
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Moderador
Notas de la presentación
Contrary to a common misconception, folding does NOT occur because of limited cranial volume. Since this discovery, there have been two separate approaches to study brain folding: one focused on cellular and molecular processes, based in the life sciences, and the other on mechanics, based in the physical sciences.

In the life science perspective, brain folding arises from heterogeneous patterns of gene expression and stem cell proliferation, as shown extensively by my lab.

Heterogeneous gene expression also leads to distinct patterns of neurogenesis and neuronal migration, at which Nguyen is a leader.

In contrast, physical science approaches explain folding 

exclusively by patterns of mechanical forces in the developing brain, at which Franze is an expert. 

and can be modeled simply as a balance of forces in this growing brain, as pioneered by Toro.

Yet, many questions remain open. It is clear that brain folding involves both tissue mechanics and molecular aspects, and we know that they regulate each other. However, how this dynamic crosstalk happens is unknown.

Until now, these fields worked in isolation, and thus we lack a holistic understanding of the processes operating during development that underlie this folding.

What is needed is the synergy of these complementary fields, and we are convinced that our four labs together are in a strong position to bridge this gap and understand brain folding.
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1. Prepare the slide presentation

2. Topic and problem focus of your project, and its benefits beyond your field (1 slide)

3. State-of-the-art and why your project will be transformative to make it advance (1 slide)

1. Cover slide

Use title-only slides to define blocks in your presentation 
(i.e. Current understanding, Your specific approaches and synergies, Outcomes and Impact)

4. Show the specific and distinct expertise (and techniques/models) of each PI’s team (1 slide)

5. Outline the general strategy of the project, pinpointing its specific aims (sequence, parallel…) (1 slide)

6. Summarize each individual specific aim, and how each partner will contribute to it (1 slide / aim)
 Show preliminary data where collaboration was needed, if it exists
 Show proof-of-concept results, if they exist



3 Effect of perturbations of tissue mechanics on cell biology and genetics

In vitro

In vivo

Shape

Perturbations of tissue 
mechanics
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Stem cells and 
genetics of 
folding in ferret

Borrell

Neurogenesis and 
neuron migration in 
mouse and human

Nguyen

Brain tissue and 
cell mechanics
in vertebrates

Franze

Toro
Biomechanical 
models – Brain 

mapping

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
We will use the model to highlight aspects of tissue mechanics, such as stiffness patterns, potentially important for brain folding

which the Franze lab will perturb locally and globally through genetic and pharmacological perturbations of the extracellular matrix, and mechanical perturbations of the developing brain

on in vitro and in vivo models established by myself and Nguyen.

We will also assess consequences on genetics and cell biological aspects, including transcriptomics, cell migration and differentiation.

This information will again be used to challenge and improve our computational model. At the end of these experiments, we will have a model integrating molecular and cell biological processes with tissue mechanics, explaining brain folding.
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1. Prepare the slide presentation

2. Topic and problem focus of your project, and its benefits beyond your field (1 slide)

3. State-of-the-art and why your project will be transformative to make it advance (1 slide)

1. Cover slide

4. Specific and distinct expertise (and techniques/models) of each PI’s team (1 slide)

5. Outline the general strategy of the project, pinpointing specific aims (sequence, parallel…) (1 slide)

6. Explain each individual specific aim, and how each partner will contribute to it (1 slide / aim)

7. Deliverables – specific gains of the project (1 slide)

8. Greater impact of the project (outside our problem and immediate field) (final slide)
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2. Prepare the speech

1. All team members together write down the speech, slide by slide

3. Economize on time (10 minute presentation!!) – use minimum words, use key words and concepts 
(should also appear in slide)

2. This is the synthesis of the project, so all should bring in their view and expertise

4. Use key words for the call (synergy, complementary expertise, together, cross-disciplinary, 
integrated, relevance, share,…)



2. Present to colleagues for feedback 

1. Presentation is done by co-PI   practice, practice, practice…
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3. Practice and get feedback

 Memorize speech, then practice to deliver with naturality

With and without direct expertise in the field, but with capacity to have a generalist view

 Live practice, and/or record and share for feedback
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4. Self-testing for the interview

1. Follow ERC guidelines to prepare the interview: 
a) Check all specific points to be evaluated by panel members
b) Have a clear idea of what the answer will be in your specific case
c) Focus on answers to:

i. Does our project really require synergy?
ii. Does it really involve synergy?
iii. Is it really as innovative as you claim? Attempted before at all?
iv. Could this be done by others? A better team?
v. (…)
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5. At the interview: Q&A

1. Stay cool, be polite (no matter what, even if questions sound stupid and repetitive)

Otherwise, co-PI leads the replies to the panel 
 Balance the involvement of all PIs in the discussion
 Invite others to reply, and thus evidence their unique lead role

2. Show that this is NOT a one-man project, but a team’s

3. Show that all PIs stand at the same level and the team is really integrated 

Questions may be addressed to a specific PI
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