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1. INTRODUCTION

esearch-intensive universities today operate at a critical intersection of two formidable chal-

lenges: the escalating complexity of data management and the hyper-competitive landscape
of public research funding (Veiga-Seijo et al., 2021). European Union programmes such as Hori-
zon Europe represent unprecedented opportunities for innovation, offering a substantial budget
of €95.5 billion for the 2021-2027 period (European Commission, 2021). However, the capacity
of many institutions to secure this funding is severely hampered by persistently low proposal
success rates. In these highly competitive environments, funding success rates frequently fall
below 15% for the most sought-after calls, creating a high-stakes scenario for researchers and
institutions alike (Galsworthy & S. P., 2020). This paper argues that this performance gap is often
not due to insufficient academic expertise but rather stems from a systemic reliance on outdated
research management practices that are ill-suited to the demands of modern funding environments
(Woolston, 2017). This problem is exacerbated by the prevalence of fragmented digital infra-
structures within universities, where financial, administrative, and collaborative tools operate in
isolation (Jones, 2019). Such technological fragmentation creates information silos that prevent a
holistic view of research activities and hinder effective, transparent project coordination across
teams and departments. The result is a research management ecosystem that lacks the strategic,
integrated, and agile tools needed to navigate the complexities of modern grant acquisition. In
response to these documented challenges, the application of Artificial Intelligence (AI) has been
posited as a transformative force with the potential to streamline and enhance academic processes
(Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). While many Al tools focus on automating discrete tasks such as
literature searches or data analysis, Win-Code reframes Al as a strategic mentorship partner that
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guides research teams through a comprehensive, evaluation-aligned 26-step methodology. The
purpose of this article is threefold: first, to detail the architecture and methodology of the Win-
Code system; second, to present empirical evidence of its efficacy through a validation study
on Erasmus+ proposals; and third, to discuss its potential to transform universities from siloed
research performers into collaborative, Al-powered innovation hubs.

2. LITERATUREREVIEW

A review of the literature reveals three interconnected challenges that hinder effective research
management in higher education: a lack of integrated systems, a gap in Al alignment, and signif-
icant barriers to collaborative co-design.

Lack of Integration: Institutions have historically evolved into complex, departmentalised entities,
resulting in “information silos” where critical data on finance, personnel, and project management
are stored in disconnected systems (Pinfield et al., 2014). This fragmentation is a deep-seated
operational barrier, as individual units like grants offices and finance departments often use
bespoke processes and legacy software (Jones, 2019). The consequences are most acute during
grant proposal development, where consolidating necessary information becomes a struggle due
to disparate, non-interoperable systems (Gewin, 2020). This absence of a single source of truth
creates administrative friction, leading to errors and non-compliance (Bozeman & Gaughan,
2011), and makes a strategic overview of the institution’s research portfolio exceedingly difficult.

The Al Alignment Gap: While Artificial Intelligence, particularly Large Language Models (LLMs),
is increasingly used to automate tasks such as literature searches and data analysis (Salatino et al.,
2023), these applications expose a critical “alignment gap.” The current focus of task-automation
tools overlooks the strategic and nuanced nature of competitive grant evaluation. Grant assessment
is a sophisticated peer-review process that involves subjective human judgment on criteria such
as novelty, impact, and methodological rigour (Pier et al., 2018). Most general-purpose Al models
lack the deep contextual understanding of a funding agency’s specific policy goals. As a result,
Al-generated text often lacks the strategic positioning and persuasive argumentation needed to
convince expert reviewers (Oleksiyenko & Chan, 2023). The challenge, therefore, is to shift from Al
as amere productivity tool to Al as a mentorship system that provides evaluation-aligned guidance.

Barriers to codesign: Modern research is highly collaborative, and the grant proposal stage is a
complex co-design process that involves synthesising diverse ideas from multiple stakeholders
(Robertson & Simonsen, 2012). This process is often managed with a patchwork of generic office
software that is ill-suited for the structural demands of building a competitive proposal (Shneider-
man, 2008). These tools lack functionalities for creating logical frameworks or tracking alignment
with funder criteria, creating significant “transaction costs” in collaboration (Olson & Olson, 2000).
This lack of purpose-built tools creates a barrier to effective co-design, often resulting in proposals
with logical inconsistencies and a failure to articulate alignment with institutional priorities (Shore
& Wright, 2015). System fragmentation exacerbates co-design difficulties, while the Al alignment
gap leaves researchers without intelligent support. Together, these issues underscore an urgent
need for a new generation of research management solutions. Such a solution must be inherently
integrated, evaluation-aligned, and mentorship-driven. The Win-Code Predictive System, as
detailed in the following sections, was developed to address this multifaceted need directly.
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3. METHODOLOGY

The methodology underpinning this research is dual-pronged, combining a theoretical diagnostic
phase with a practice-based developmental phase, 12-year, iterative development of the 26-step
grant proposal methodology that underpins the Win-Code system’s core logic.

3.1. Phase 1: Diagnosing the Problem via Narrative Literature Review

To establish a robust theoretical foundation, a narrative literature review was conducted to system-
atically identify and synthesise the challenges prevalent in higher education research management
(Snyder, 2019). This method was chosen for its flexibility in integrating insights from diverse fields,
including public administration, information technology, and organisational studies, to build a
compelling conceptual case for innovation (Green et al., 2006). The review was structured using a
three-dimensional analytical framework designed to probe the most critical weaknesses in current
systems: Transparency in Coordination, Strategic Alignment, and Scalability and Stakeholder
Integration. The findings from this review, as detailed in Section 2, confirmed significant gaps
in system fragmentation, the lack of evaluation-aligned Al, and barriers to effective co-design
of Win-Code system, ensuring that its subsequent development was directly aimed at solving
empirically documented problems (Baumeister & Leary, 1997).

3.2. Phase 2: Developing the Solution - The 26-Step Methodology

The conceptual heart of the Win-Code system is the result of a 12-year, practice-based research and
development process. This longitudinal phase began in 2013, when Igor Razbornik, a co-author of
this paper, initiated a process to move grant writing beyond intuition-based approaches, which are
inherently unscalable and untrainable. The goal was to deconstruct the “art” of proposal writing
into a replicable “science.” This was achieved through a systematic analysis of successful grant
proposals across major EU funding programmes, including Horizon, Erasmus+, and Interreg.
The objective was to identify the fundamental, recurring building blocks of any competitive pro-
posal. This iterative process of analysis, application, and refinement resulted in the creation of a
comprehensive 26-step project development methodology. This framework provides a structured
pathway for the entire proposal lifecycle, from initial needs analysis to final impact assessment.
For over a decade, this methodology was applied and manually validated, demonstrating its effi-
cacy in improving proposal quality and success rates long before Al integration. This extensive,
practice-based validation confirmed that a robust, human-centric methodology was the primary
driver of success.

3.3. Synthesis: From Manual Methodology to Al-Powered Mentorship

The two phases of this methodology converge to form the foundation of the Win-Code system.
The narrative review diagnosed the what and the why of the problem, while the longitudinal
development of the 26-step framework provided the #ow for the solution.

The integration of Al was the final, logical step: to augment and accelerate a proven, human-de-
veloped methodology. The practical efficacy was then empirically tested through a validation
study, the results presented in Section 5. This dual approach ensures that the Win-Code system is
not merely a technological novelty but a solution grounded in both theoretical understanding and
long-term practical validation.

159



_ International Scientific Multidisciplinary Conference: Al for a Smarter Tomorrow - AI-SMART
Conference Proceedings

4. THE WIN-CODE PREDICTIVE SYSTEM: A DETAILED FRAMEWORK
4.1. Core Philosophy: Al as a Strategic Mentorship Partner

The Win-Code system redefines AI’s role in the grant-writing process, deliberately moving away
from “one-click” automation that often yields generic results. The system’s core philosophy is
“Methodology First,” treating Al not as the solution itself, but as a powerful tool that strengthens
and accelerates a robust, human-centric methodology. It acknowledges that Al lacks genuine
creativity and strategic planning, positioning it instead as a strategic mentorship partner. This
approach aligns with research from MIT’s CSAIL, which advocates a “Think, then Refine” model
(Murray et al., 2023). The user performs the primary intellectual work developing the core strategy
and vision, while the Al serves as a critical partner, challenging and structuring those ideas. By
handling tedious tasks like structural compliance, the system frees the user’s cognitive resources
to focus on high-level creative work, fostering a hybrid intelligence that combines human crea-
tivity with artificial efficiency.

4.2, The 26-Step Methodology

At the heart of the Win-Code system is a comprehensive 26-step methodology, developed over
twelve years to transform proposal development from an intuitive art into a logical science. Its
central principle is the separation of thinking from writing, requiring users to construct the entire
strategic and operational foundation of their project before drafting a single narrative sentence. This
structured journey begins by establishing the project’s “WHY,” defining its core problem, target
group, and ultimate vision. Next, it translates this vision into the “HOW” and “WHAT,” building
a concrete structure of objectives, work packages, and impact pathways. The process then moves
to operational logistics, detailing required expertise and quality assurance plans, culminating
in a concept note that emerges as a natural by-product rather than a starting point. Finally, the
methodology concludes with a rigorous self-evaluation, using a predictive matrix to identify and
rectify weaknesses, ensuring the project is optimised for success before the writing even begins.

4.3. The Four Pillars of the Win-Code Architecture

Four interconnected modules, or “Pillars,” that support the entire project lifecycle. MILES™
(Concept-to-Proposal): the Al mentor that guides users through the 26-step methodology via an
interactive, conversational interface. SCORE™ (Internal Quality Evaluation): a predictive quality
assurance engine that allows teams to assess their proposal against official evaluation matrices,
enabling an “improvement loop” before submission. EXECUTE™ (Project Management): a post-
award module for transparent project control and task management, creating a unified and auditable
system for all project activities. ECHO™ (Smart Reporting): an Al-assisted tool that streamlines
final reporting by leveraging the structured, evidence-based data collected by the EXECUTE™
module. The MILES™ mentor is a dynamic, conversational partner that transforms the 26-step
methodology into an intuitive workflow. MILES™ adopts three key personas (Teacher, Project
Writer, and Project Evaluator) and utilises specialised intelligence modules (e.g., Miles Erasmus+,
Miles Horizon) to provide targeted, relevant guidance for different funding programmes. These
transforms grant writing into a manageable, strategically sound dialogue between humans and
machines.
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5. VALIDATION AND RESULTS

To validate the efficacy of the Win-Code Predictive System, a longitudinal case study was con-
ducted over three years from 2023 to 2025. The study focused specifically on grant proposals
prepared for the Erasmus+ programme, as this provided a consistent and accessible dataset. The
performance data was collected from grant writers who participated in over thirty dedicated
training sessions on the 26-step methodology, a core component of the Win-Code system. This
provided precise, real-world data on the system’s impact on both the efficiency of the proposal
development process and its ultimate success.

5.1. Quantitative Findings

The results demonstrate a substantial improvement in key performance metrics when compared
to the average baseline for EU-funded projects. The findings are summarised in the table below.

Table 1. Results of longitudinal study

Metric 2023 2024 2025 Baseline (EU Average 2023-2025)
Time for Development (days) 10 4 4 30
First Submission Acceptance Rate 80% 2% 61% 26%

Source: Own research

Two primary conclusions can be drawn from this data. First, the system dramatically accelerates
the proposal development process. After an initial implementation year, the average time required
to complete a proposal was reduced to just four days, a significant improvement over the 30-day
baseline. This represents a time saving of over 85%, directly attributable to the structured guid-
ance and efficiency gains provided by the 26-step methodology. Second, the system consistently
yields a first-submission acceptance rate that is substantially higher than the EU average of 26%.
In 2023, users achieved an 80% success rate, more than triple the baseline. While this rate has
trended downward to 61% by September 2025, it still exceeds the average by more than double,
confirming the system’s profound impact on proposal quality.

5.2. Discussion of Results in a Hyper-Competitive Context

The slight downward trend in the acceptance rate from 80% to 61% does not indicate a decline in
the methodology’s effectiveness. Instead, it must be understood within the context of an increas-
ingly volatile and competitive Erasmus+ funding landscape. Official data reveals that success
rates for Erasmus+ Key Action 2 (KA2) projects have plummeted across Europe. For instance,
Slovakia’s success rate dropped from over 75% in 2022 to less than 10% by 2025, while Spain’s
fell to 9.64% (European Commission, 2024). In this hyper-competitive environment, maintaining
an acceptance rate of 61% is a strong testament to the strategic advantage Win-Code confers.
While the rising tide of competition and the widespread adoption of basic Al tools have lowered
all boats, the system’s mentorship-driven approach consistently allows its users to perform at a
level that is two to three times higher than the market average.
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6. DISCUSSION: UNIVERSITIES AS AI-POWERED PROJECT HUBS
6.1. The Transformative Vision of Al-Powered Project Hub Model

The true potential of the Win-Code system extends beyond improving individual grant proposals; it
offers a blueprint for institutional transformation. The paper’s core argument is that to thrive in the
modern research landscape, universities must evolve from being passive “research performers” to
proactive “ecosystem builders”. This requires a strategic shift away from siloed academic work and
toward a more integrated, collaborative, and impactful model of innovation. The Win-Code system
is the enabling technology for this transformation, providing the structure and tools necessary to
manage this new, expanded role. This vision is realised through the AI-Powered Project Hub
model, which reimagines the university as a central coordination point for regional innovation. In
this model, the university leverages the Win-Code system to engage a diverse network of external
stakeholders—including Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs), Non-Governmental
Organisations (NGOs), and local authorities in joint project development and upskilling activ-
ities. By providing a shared, structured methodology and an Al-powered platform, the university
hub can effectively manage complex, multi-stakeholder projects, breaking down barriers between
academia and the wider community. This fosters a vibrant ecosystem where practical expertise
from SMEs, social insights from NGOs, and policy alignment from local authorities can be seam-
lessly integrated into research and innovation projects. This transformation also aligns with the
evolving professional identities in higher education, where the boundaries between academic,
administrative, and project-based roles are increasingly blurred (Whitchurch, 2013).

6.2. Ethical and Sustainable Adoption

The long-term success of the Project Hub model is predicated on an ethical and sustainable frame-
work for adoption. The Win-Code system is built on ethical framework of a “human-in-the-loop”
principle, ensuring that Al acts as a supportive partner rather than an autonomous decision-maker.
The system’s role is not to replace people but to handle tedious tasks, freeing humans to focus on
deep thinking and strategic planning. This approach aligns with the future of hybrid intelligence,
which emphasises the synergy between human and artificial intelligence. The system is also built in
complete alignment with EU data protection and ethical Al standards, reinforcing the importance
of human oversight. The model is designed for accessibility since the costs associated with Al tools,
training, and support structures can be integrated directly into EU project budgets. This funding-jus-
tified approach makes the adoption of these advanced tools accessible and sustainable, even for
institutions with limited internal resources, ensuring that budget constraints do not limit innovation.

7. CONCLUSION

This paper has detailed the design, validation, and transformative potential of the Win-Code
Predictive System, a novel Al mentorship framework for academic research management. The
primary contribution of this work is the presentation of a validated, methodology-driven alter-
native to traditional grant writing practices. By reframing Al as a strategic partner rather than
a simple automation tool, the Win-Code system directly addresses the documented weaknesses
of fragmentation, poor strategic alignment, and a lack of practical co-design tools that currently
hinder institutional success in securing competitive research funding. The research identified
three critical gaps in the existing literature: a lack of integrated administrative systems, a discon-
nect between Al capabilities and the nuanced requirements of grant evaluation, and insufficient
tools to support collaborative project design. The validation study confirmed the efficacy of the
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Win-Code system in addressing these gaps. The quantitative results were compelling, demon-
strating a reduction in proposal development time from 30 days to an average of just four, while
maintaining a first-submission acceptance rate more than double the EU average, even within a
hyper-competitive funding environment. The central argument of this paper is that the strategic
integration of predictive Al mentorship offers a replicable blueprint for enhancing institutional
competitiveness and fostering innovation. The “Al-Powered Project Hub”” model demonstrates
how universities can leverage this technology to move beyond being mere research performers to
become active builders of collaborative innovation ecosystems. This approach not only improves
funding outcomes but also strengthens institutional capacity and fosters a more strategic, coher-
ent, and impactful research culture. Future research should validate the Win-Code system across
different funding contexts, such as national grants or private foundation funding, to assess its
adaptability. Further studies could also explore the long-term impact of this mentorship model
on interdisciplinary collaboration and the development of a more systemic, less intuitive research
culture within higher education institutions. Such work will be critical in continuing to map the
future of hybrid intelligence in academia.
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