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Summary

Background and objectives 

One of the priorities of the European 

Research Area (ERA), as an integral part of 

Europe 2020, is to improve the effectiveness 

of national research systems. Besides more 

cooperation, and the avoidance of 

unnecessary duplication of research and 

infrastructure investment, this also requires 

more competition in order to ensure that the 

best researchers and research teams (those 

able to compete in a increasingly globalised 

and competitive research landscape) receive 

funding. 

However, the relation between competitive 

funding and research performance is complex 

and is questioned in existing literature. As a 

consequence, the European Commission (DG 

Research & Innovation) requested a study on 

the effectiveness of national research funding 

systems. This study was conducted by 

Dialogic and Empirica between February and 

May 2014. 

Methodology 

This small scale study examined the 

relationship between competition and 

research performance by a literature study, 

additional quantitative data analysis, country 

studies, a series of in-depth interviews with 

both research funders, research performers 

and other experts regarding research funding 

and a strategic workshop. 

Introduction of competitive funding 

Several countries in the EU (and elsewhere in 

the world) have introduced reforms in their 

research funding systems during the last 

decade in order to make the research system 

more competitive. Some countries show a 

slight shift from institutional (block) funding 

to project-based funding (often on a 

competitive basis). However, a more 

prevalent pattern is to introduce competitive 

elements within all types of funding. 

The relation between competitive 

funding and performance – no evidence 

In many cases the underlying assumption of 

introducing competition in research funding is 

that there is a direct positive effect on 

research performance: when money goes to 

the best researchers this is an incentive to 

prepare excellent proposals. However, when 

we look at available data, this relation seems 

not clear. 

Accepting the current indicators for the time 

being (while these are the only verifiable 

input and output indicators available at the 

moment) we should reject the assumption 

that competitive funding has a direct positive 

effect on research performance or that this 

assumption is flawed (or at least too basic) 

and neglects elements that are more 

important with regard to research 

performance. 

Other non-funding mechanisms 

Research funding mechanisms are seen as 

only one of the variables that might have an 

impact on research performance. Other 

contextual factors like path dependency, the 

political system or the quality of the 

educational system might be as important or 

even more important in predicting the 

research performance of a country. 

Strategic behaviour  

The link between competitive research 

funding (Structure) and the outcome of the 

system (Performance) is only indirect: it is 

mediated by the strategic behaviour 

(‘Conduct’) of the various agents. At the 

institutional level this could be e.g. narrowing 

the focus of research topics, adjusting HRM-

policy or attracting alternative sources of 

funding. At the individual level example are 

targeting different sources of funding, 

adjusting the content of research, adjusting 

publication strategies or ‘learning the game’.
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1 Introduction 

Within national Research systems, government funding is an important source of finance. 

The share of institutional funding and project funding provided by national governments 

differs per country, but in general institutional funding (mostly General University 

Funding; GUF) is still the predominant mode of financing, particularly for higher education 

institutions (HEIs) (Van Steen, 2012). 

However, many countries are currently restructuring and adapting their research-funding 

mechanisms, for example by creating new agencies in charge of allocating resources, 

making greater use of competitively awarded project funding and exploring how to tie 

funding more closely to specific objectives and missions, increasing the focus on the 

quality and relevance of institutions’ research activities in pursuit of research excellence 

and economic and social impact (ITPS 2011, Van Steen 2012; OECD 2010; OECD 2014; 

EC 2013). 

European Research Area (ERA) priorities 

 
Against this broader trends it comes as no surprise that one of the priorities of the 

European Research Area (ERA), as an integral part of Europe 2020, is to improve the 

effectiveness of national research systems1. Besides more cooperation, and the avoidance 

of unnecessary duplication of research and infrastructure investment, this also requires 

more competition in order to ensure that the best researchers and research teams (those 

able to compete in a increasingly globalised and competitive research landscape) receive 

funding. 

However, the relation between competitive funding and research performance is complex 

and is questioned in existing literature. As a consequence, the European Commission (DG 

Research & Innovation) requested a study on the effectiveness of national research 

funding systems. This study was conducted by Dialogic and Empirica between February 

and May 2014. The study is meant to support the work of the High Level Group that 

advises the Commissioner in charge of Research and Innovation. 

1.1 Objective of this study 

The first objective of this study is to provide an overview of the variation in the 

competition-based allocation of public research funding (not R&D funding) in European 

Union Member States to HEIs. It will discuss the causes and consequences of these 

differences and provide an overview of the national research funding systems in Member 

States2, including the mechanisms of the allocation of resources.  

In addition, we had a closer look at the relation between competitive research funding 

and performance. The (widely) assumed positive relation is not so straightforward as 

expected. When we look for example at some of the European countries that are clearly in 

the lead in terms of science performance (Switzerland, Denmark, the Netherlands) we see 

that all three of them rely relatively heavily on institutional block funding (often used as a 

                                                

1  Other ERA-priorities are: Optimal transnational co-operation and competition, an open labour 

market for researchers, Gender equality and gender mainstreaming in research, optimal 

circulation and transfer of scientific knowledge. For more information about the ERA-priorities and 

the progress related to these priorities, see: http://ec.europa.eu/research/era/index_en.htm 

2 It is also useful to identify effective and efficient funding mechanisms at other levels, e.g. at the 

European, regional and even institutional level. Especially an analysis at the institutional level 

could be very useful, while there might be large differences between institutions in the amount of 

competitive funding. However, this is beyond the scope of this policy brief.  
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proxy for non-competitive funding). This suggests that there are other factors that are at 

least as important such as internal allocation, HRM-policy, and openness of the research 

system. 

This study combines a meta-level approach on the one hand combining the insights from 

many existing studies with a series of interviews and a strategic policy workshop. 

Moreover, where other studies focus on the input side (funding mechanisms) or the 

output side (research performance), this study emphasises the importance of strategic 

behaviour (so called ‘conduct’) as an important intermediating variable. See annex II for a 

long-list of examples of strategic behaviour (both at the institutional as individual level). 

It is exactly this conduct-part that featured prominently in the interviews held among 

both research funders and research performers. 

1.2 Methodological approach 

This small scale study took an earlier quantitative study on the efficiency of national RDI 

systems as a starting point (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences North-western 

Switzerland & Dialogic, 2013). We have further elaborated the relationship between 

competition and research performance by a literature study, additional quantitative data 

analysis, country studies and a series of in-depth interviews with both research funders, 

research performers and other experts regarding research funding (which both took place 

between mid February and mid April 2014). 

Literature study 

To determine whether there is a relation between the degree of competition in research 

funding and performance, we developed a detailed baseline model building on earlier 

work on this topic. This model was also used as a framework for collecting data in a 

structured and comparable manner across the eight reference countries3: France, United 

Kingdom, Germany, Poland, The Netherlands, Romania, Sweden and Switzerland. In 

chapter 2 we will provide a detailed overview of this model (which was further elaborated 

based upon interviews and the strategic workshop). 

Quantitative analysis 

Available statistical data regarding the research structure, funding flows and performance 

of the reference countries was collected and analysed in order to get a first insight in the 

relation between competitive funding and research performance. 

Country studies 

For the eight selected references countries we also collected more qualitative information 

to describe the research structure and the research performance. In addition, we used the 

ERAWATCH database to identify central public funding institutions (1-3 per) country. 

Based upon desk research we constructed a brief description on how they deal with public 

research funding, including modes of funding and quality assessment (see annex VI for 

the detailed country descriptions). 

Interviews 

We also conducted a series of interviews (n=13) with selected, well positioned experts 

(both research funders as well as research performers) to better understand the actual 

(variety of) modes of funding (and the pros and cons thereof), their ideas on moving 

towards more competitive modes of funding, ways of addressing quality and openness to 

                                                

3 Selected by the European Commission as interesting case studies 
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the international community4. The respondents were selected based on the results of the 

additional desk research on the specific structure of the research funding systems in each 

of the eight reference countries (see annex III for an overview of the interview 

respondents). 

Strategic workshop 

In order to test the external validity of our results and to discuss possible policy 

implications we organised a strategic workshop on the 6th of May 2014 in Brussels. 

Participants of this workshop were stakeholders from governmental policy, research 

associations, and academia (see annex IV for an overview of the workshop participants). 

Issues raised and discussed in this workshop were taken into account in the final version 

of this policy brief where possible. For a more detailed overview of the discussion we refer 

to annex V, in which the minutes of the workshop are included. 

1.3 Reading guide 

Following this introduction (chapter 1), chapter 2 presents the main findings of this study 

(based upon desk research and interviews with experts). Finally, chapter 3 summarises 

the main conclusions and provides an outlook of possible policy implications and 

recommendations for future research. Extended analyses per country are presented in the 

annex. 

                                                

4 Due to the limited time period of this study it was not possible to extend the scope of the interviews 

to a broader range of stakeholders such as graduate and post-doc students, think thank members 

or representatives from governmental departments,  which would have been valuable.  



2 Public Research Funding & Performance 

In this chapter in paragraph 2.1 we first have a look at the different research funding 

mechanisms. In addition, we will have a closer look at the rationale (for national 

governments) to make a shift towards more competitive funding (paragraph 2.2). These 

rationales often seem to be linked to ‘encouraging excellence’. However, as illustrated in 

paragraph 2.3 the link between competitive funding and research performance is not as 

straightforward as might be expected. In paragraph 2.4 we will therefore have a closer 

look at the composition of competition. Based on the findings in this paragraph, we will 

re-interpret the relationship between competitive funding and research performance in 

paragraph 2.5, introducing strategic behaviour (or ‘conduct’) as an important 

intermediating variable. 

2.1 Different types of public research funding 

Research funds can be classified as: funding directly from the government, funding from 

the government through a funding allocation agency, or funding by contracts with third 

parties (private or not-for-profit entities). Because this study deals with public research, 

we will only focus on the first two types of research funding. 

 

Funding from the government through a funding allocation agency, entails the allocation 

of research grants by a research council that selectively awards project funds to proposals 

submitted by researchers, research groups, or consortia. Many funding instruments are 

used. For example, there are instruments for individual researchers focused on 

encouraging talent; curiosity-driven, non-programmed research; research programmes 

focused on a specific target or theme; collaboration programmes with other partners 

(PPP); programmes for large-scale infrastructure; and research programmes focused on 

international collaboration and exchange. 

Institutional (block) funding versus project-based funding 

Within the existing literature, one generally makes a distinction between two main 

funding mechanisms within public funding of research: institutional funding (block 

funding) and project-based funding. With institutional (block) funding, research funds are 

allocated directly to institutions according to a particular formula, quality- or performance 

indicators or budget negotiations. With project based-funding scientist obtain research 

funding following a more competitive process (see box 1 for a short explanation, based 

upon the OECD definitions). 

 
Box 1. Institutional (block) funding and project funding (OECD, 2010) 

Institutional funding (or national funding to national research institutions) is defined as the total of 

national budgets in a given country, attributed to an institution, with no direct selection of research 

projects or research programmes. A distinction is made between General University Funds and 

other institutional funds. The organisation has more or less freedom to define the research activities 

to be performed. However, it could be useful to make a distinction between ‘pure institutional 

funding’ and ‘ear-marked funds’. The latter can only be used to cover specific expenses (e.g. salary 

costs of permanent staff). 

Project funding (or national public funding to national projects) is defined as the total of national 

budgets in a given country, attributed to a group or an individual to perform research activities 

limited in scope, budget and time, normally on the basis of the submission of a project proposal. 
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The ratio between institutional block funding and project funding is often used in existing 

studies as a proxy for the degree of competition within a national research funding 

system: institutional funding being perceived as non competitive and project funding as 

competitive. However when the various subtypes of funding are being considered, the 

simple dichotomy between ‘non-competitive’ and ‘competitive’ funding renders into a 

continuum (see box 2).  

 
Box 2. Public recurrent funding mechanisms within funding directly from the government 

Jongbloed (2011) e.g. distinguishes the following forms of public recurrent funding mechanisms 

within the funding directly from the government: 

 Negotiated funding: The grant is based on negotiations between the ministry or agency 

and an individual institution about the budget lines to be allocated. These budget lines 

relate to the various activities undertaken and the resources required to achieve particular 

goals. 

 Incremental funding: The amount of the grant is based on previous years’ allocations. 

History will thus play a large role in shaping the budgets.  

 Formula funding: The amount of the public grants for teaching, ongoing operational 

activities and/or research is calculated using standard criteria (see also box 4) that are the 

same across all institutions. If performance measures play a large role, the funding 

mechanism resembles a performance-based budget system.  

 Contract funding: The grant is based on the outcome of a performance contract. Each 

institution and the ministry or agency negotiate and agree on a number of strategic 

objectives to be achieved by the institution. Performance contracts are non-binding 

regulatory agreements in which all or a portion of funding is based on whether institutions 

meet those requirements. To evaluate progress, a set of performance-related measures is 

used. Performance-based budgeting and contracting are trends in governance reforms 

inspired by the philosophy of New Public Management (NPM). Examples of contract funding 

are mission budgets/performance contracts (public funds that the HEI receives are 

conditional on their delivering performances on specific mission-based objectives, e.g. 

profiling). 

 

What the proxy essentially tries to capture is the nature of the contractual relationship 

between the research funder (the principal) and the researcher performer (the agent). 

Therefore we propose an alternative classification, making a distinction between non-

programmatic, programmatic and project-based funding instead (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Research funding instruments 

Theme

Topic

Content of research

Type of co-performers

Theme

Topic

Theme

Topic

Defined by principal

Defined by agent

Non-programmatic Programmatic Project-based

Examples
• Block grants

• Incremental
• Formula-based

• Infrastructure
• Curiosity-driven

• Contract-based

• Mission-oriented
• Thematic
• Competence centers

• Contract research
• Effort-based
• Performance-based
• Mission-based

• Research projects
• Within programme
• Stand-alone

Recipients
• HEI/PRO
• Faculty
• Research group
• Individual

• HEI/PRO
• Faculty
• Research group
• Individual

• HEI/PRO
• Faculty
• Research group
• Individual

Funders • Government 
(direct)

• Funding agency

• With firms (PPP)
• With abroad 
• (collaboration)

• With firms (PPP)
• With abroad 
• (collaboration)

• With firms (PPP)
• With abroad 
• (collaboration)

• Funding agency
• HEI/PRO (internal 

allocation)

• Funding agency
• HEI/PRO (internal 

allocation)

 
 

With non-programmatic funding the agent (that is, the receiver of the funding, be it a HEI 

or PRO, faculty, research group or individual) can define the theme and topic of the 

research himself. In other words, the agent has in this case a lot of freedom in defining 

the research activities that will be performed. Still, within the category of non-

programmatic funding there is a lot of variety in terms of degrees of freedom for the 

agent vis-à-vis the principal. The degrees of freedom are already less with programmatic 

funding (or thematic funding). In this case the principal (that is, the research funder; 

most of the time a research allocation agency) devotes the funding to specific research 

themes. However, within these themes the research performers (HEI or PRO, faculty, 

research group or individual) can still define the research topic. Finally, in case of project-

based funding both the theme and topic of research are defined by the principal. The 

archetypical example is performance-based contract research commissioned by firms. 

Using this classification instead of institutional funding versus project-based funding 

makes it easier to classify e.g. new initiatives as the ‘research excellence initiatives’ 

(REIs), an instrument designed to encourage outstanding research by providing large-

scale, long-term funding to designated research units (Centres of Excellence). These REIs 

are positioned between institutional core funding and project funding: it provides research 

centres with more stable resources than e.g. project funding (the average funding cycle is 

six years) in order to carry out ambitious research agenda’s (OECD, 2014). This indicates 

that REIs can be well positioned as ‘programmatic’ funding instruments: funding is 

targeted at specific Centers of Excellence (most of the time related to specialised research 

areas), but research units have a certain degree of freedom to decide on the allocation of 

the funding. 

However, it should be noted that policy mixes have become the norm rather than the 

exception. All the examined countries have a mix of non-programmatic, programmatic 

and project-based funding. As also argued later on in this study, a good balance between 

these types of funding is highly valuable for researchers. 
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2.2 A shift towards more Competitive Research Funding? 

Several countries in the EU (and elsewhere in the world) have introduced reforms in their 

research funding systems during the last decade in order to make the research system 

more competitive. There are various ways to render a research funding system more 

competitive. Some countries show a slight shift from institutional (block) funding to 

project-based funding (often on a competitive basis). However, a more prevalent pattern 

is to introduce competitive elements within all types of funding. In Poland, Sweden and 

the UK for example performance-based funding schemes have been introduced both in 

institutional funding and in project based funding (see annex VI for a more detailed 

description of the current status of the selected reference countries). Because the shifts 

occur within (and not across) types of funding such changes are not reflected in the ratio 

between institutional block funding and project funding. 

Institutional (block) funding versus project funding 

The obvious way to increase competition in funding is to decrease the share of non-

competitive (block) funding and increase the share of project funding. A general trend 

towards more competitive research funding systems would then be reflected in an overall 

decline of the share of institutional block funding. Looking at existing data, presented in 

the table below, it appears that no such clear pattern emerges. Although in various 

countries (including Austria, Czech Republic, Finland, the Netherlands) the ratio has 

markedly gone down, in other countries (including Poland, Norway and Switzerland) the 

same ratio has gone up. Large differences between countries remain to exist. The 

average ratio (that is, the OECD sample median) has even increased between 2005 and 

2010.  

Table 1. Percentage of public research funded through institutional block funding. 

Source: OECD, STI Outlook 2012 

 

Three important caveats should be made. First, institutional blocks are either used (or 

earmarked) for teaching or research but this split might differ greatly between countries 

or even between universities in the same country. Secondly, countries could also 

introduce elements of competition within the allocation of institutional block funding. 

Thus, a constant or even increasing share of institutional block funding might conceal an 

internal shift towards a more restrictive contract between the principal and the agent. 

Thirdly, the other way around, research funding that is not institutional block funding is 

not by definition competitive in nature. 
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Performance-based funding 

As mentioned before, another way of introducing competition in the funding system is the 

introduction of performance based funding. The UK was one of the first countries 

introducing performance-based funding (and according to interviewees at the ‘extreme 

end’ when looking at the degree of competitive funding). The UK introduced the Research 

Assessment Exercise (RAE) in 1986 in order to periodically measure the quality of 

research conducted by universities in the UK. The amount of block funding was dependent 

on the research assessment. By introducing the RAE, competition was built into the block 

grants to universities. This year the RAE will be replaced by the Research Excellence 

Framework (REF). The REF is not very much different from the RAE, only the way 

excellence is assessed has changed. There is more attention for impact on society. 

Based upon desk research, we conclude that rationales for national governments to 

introduce competitive funding differ, but are often linked to ‘encouraging excellence’. The 

shift of public policies towards the use of more competitive funding mechanisms as a 

means of making research systems efficient and productive relates to the ideas of the 

New Public Management (NPM): market-like mechanisms are expected to create an 

incentive towards enhanced performance. The general idea behind competitive 

mechanisms is twofold. First, if money is given to the best performers, it will most likely 

produce better results. Second, if the allocation is based on results, it creates an incentive 

for all researchers to achieve better results in order to become more competitive 

(Auranen & Nieminen, 2010). If this reasoning holds, than the most competitive systems 

should also be the most productive systems. See also box 3 for the core-ideas behind 

performance-based funding5. 

 

Box 3. Performance-based research funding 

Kettl (2000) argues that the performance-based funding systems for public research in universities 

can be interpreted in light of six core ideas: 

 Increasing productivity: output-based evaluation increases research output, without adding 

additional resources. 

 Replacing traditional command-and-control systems: the introduction of performance-

based funding is part of a shift towards more autonomy for universities. 

 Stronger service orientation: performance-based funding will give more weight to the 

needs of citizens / needs of the high-technology economy. 

 Devolution: programmes will be more responsive and effective when managed closer to 

the provision of services. 

 Formulating policy: there is a shift from formulating policy and delivering the service to 

formulating policy and contracting for the service (government as ‘purchaser of education 

services’).  

 Enhanced accountability: performance-based funding (with the focus on output) will 

enhance accountability. 

Source: Kettle (2000) in OECD (2010). Performance-Based funding for Public Research in Tertiary 

Education Institutions 

  

                                                

5 A counterargument would be that the time and effort spent on the actual competition for the 

funding (e.g., writing proposals, and many groups writing proposals in parallel for the same call) 

is detrimental to spending time and efforts on doing research. Moreover, the law of diminishing 

returns also applies to competition: above a certain level adding more competition will yield lower 

per-unit returns. The negative effects of ‘hyper-competition’ is further elaborated in paragraph 

2.3. 
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2.3 The relation between competitive research funding and 

performance6 

In many cases the underlying assumption of introducing competition in research funding 

is that there is a direct positive effect on research performance: when money goes to the 

best researchers this is an incentive to prepare excellent proposals. The second time a 

researcher applies, he or she has a higher chance of success due to his or her track 

record. In addition, when applicants unsuccessfully apply for funding, they can learn from 

input from referees, and do better next time. However, interview respondents mention as 

well that nuance need to be added. Competition is never a goal in itself, but a means to 

use funding optimally. 

When we look at existing data that is available, this relation seems not clear. One striking 

observation is that the three European countries that are clearly in the lead in terms of 

research performance (Switzerland, Denmark, the Netherlands – see Figure 2) all three 

still rely relatively heavily on institutional block funding7. Path dependency seems to be an 

important factor. The funding patterns of countries do change over time but usually only 

within a relatively narrow bandwidth. Within that bandwidth, countries generally follow 

the overall trend within the EU. Hence countries such as Denmark, Switzerland and the 

Netherlands traditionally have a high share of institutional block funding (and countries 

such as Finland and Ireland a low share) and the overall positions have not changed all 

that much over time. There is no clear pattern of conversion either (see Table 1). 
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Figure 2. Institutional block funding and scientific performance (2010). Source: OECD, 

STI Outlook 2012 and OESO; Thomson Reuters/CWTS Web of Science. Edited by 

CWTS/NIFU (updated on 17/07/2013) 

 

If we use different available indicators to examine the relationship between competitive 

funding and scientific performance we arrive at similar results. In Figure 3, the share of 

general university funds (GUF) in the Civil GBOARD is related to scientific performance, 

                                                

6 See Annex I for the methodology that has been used to construct the figures in this paragraph. 

7 Denmark is even an extreme case. In 2010, still over 90% of all public institutional funding to HEIs 

and PROs is GUF (source: Van Steen, 2012). 
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measured by taking the number of top 10% most highly cited publications divided by the 

total Civil GBOARD. Again, there is no relationship between the two variables8.  
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Figure 3. Relation between the share of GUF in the Civil GBOARD and Scientific 

performance. For GUF and Civil GBOARD, 2002 data is used (source: OECD). For the 

bibliometric data, 2007 data is used (source: Science-Metrix). The five year time lag is 

included in order to account for the time between funding and scientific output, and 

subsequently for publication date and citation period (see Annex 1 for further 

explanation). 

The bottom line is that these indicators do not support the hypothesis that there is a 

positive relationship between competitive funding and scientific performance, or even that 

a relationship exists at all.  

There are different explanations for this finding: 

(1) Competitive funding is not (fully) captured by these funding indicators 

(2) Scientific performance is not (fully) captured by these performance indicators 

(3) There (really) is no relationship between competitive funding and scientific 

performance 

Competitive funding is not (fully) captured by currently used indicators 

We have already made some important disclaimers with regard to the use of the ratio 

between institutional funding and project-based funding as a proxy for the degree of 

competition within a national research funding system (institutional funding being 

perceived as non competitive and project funding as competitive). Elements of 

competition can be build into any type of funding and is therefore not related to either 

institutional block funding or project funding, as e.g. illustrated by the nature of 

institutional funding in the UK which is highly competitive (under the RAE/REF schemes). 

                                                

8 We have also used the total number of citations as a proxy for scientific performance, but again, it 

does not radically change the picture. See annex I for an overview of other analyses done.  
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Broadly speaking, although the two dimensions are somewhat related, the nature of the 

contractual relationship between the principal (the research funder) and the agent (the 

performer) seems to be more important than the type of funding (block grant or project 

funding) per se. Many interview respondents underline the importance of this explanation, 

indicating that there are many types of competition. Besides competing for money, 

research performers are also competing for the best people and reputation (prestige). 

Regarding the latter, interview respondents indicate that there is already competition in 

the science system by default: scientists want to be recognised by their peers. 

In other words, competition in Switzerland, The Netherlands and Denmark will probably 

manifest itself in other ways. In The Netherlands e.g. competition is based on 

promotion (you need a good h-index to get promoted) and in Switzerland competition at 

universities is fierce due to for instance the openness of the research system for 

foreigners (at ETH, 67% of the scientific staff is foreign). Also in Denmark there seems 

to be strong competitive elements build into the system: the promotion system is highly 

competitive (e.g., due to a lack of tenure track positions at the assistant/post doc level), 

research grants (both from national science research councils and private foundations) 

are often based on a screening process (involving international reviews) and there is a 

high level of internal competition at the level of universities, faculties and research groups 

(competing for the same resources). In addition, interview respondents mention that the 

small size of these countries places their research teams in direct international 

competition, since domestic resources alone normally do not form an adequate basis for 

the desired collaborations (lack of sufficient critical mass) – which is why these countries 

are more open to international cooperation (Den Hertog et al., 2012).9  

Scientific performance is not (fully) captured by the currently used indicators 

There is an ongoing debate in the existing academic literature on the definition of quality 

in research output. Research performance is a multi-dimensional concept and can be 

expressed in several ways, e.g. in terms of bibliometric indicators (like number of 

publications and/or citations) but also the wider impact on society (OECD, 2011). In 

addition, the question is how to measure this impact on society; what is the return on 

investment (ROI) of research (see e.g. the study of L. Soete for the KNAW, 2013). 

One could rightfully claim that the current focus on bibliometric indicators gives a rather 

narrow view on the overall performance of a research system (see also the discussion on 

this topic during the strategic workshop, as included in annex V). For example, the 

broader societal impact and economic utility of science is not included. In addition, in the 

interviews it was mentioned that using bibliometric output as a sole indicator might 

introduce a construct per se. The measurement of publications has become the standard 

to assess research performers. As a result, scientists are strategically gearing their 

actions towards these indicators. When behaviour is being changed because it is being 

measured, the indicator ceases to be reliable (a phenomenon known as Goodhart’s law). 

In addition, some interview respondents argue that focusing too much on the number of 

publications will lead to a publication ‘rat race’, neglecting the broader value of scientific 

output for society. 

                                                

9 We might therefore assume that smaller and open countries, who are assumingly more open to 

international competition, need less competition induced by competitive funding (the substitution 

argument). The other way around, this would imply that larger countries (such as Germany, 

France, the United Kingdom and Spain) have a relative low share of non-competitive funding. 

These four countries are indeed positioned around the average in Figure 3. However, there are 

several small countries (such as Ireland, Finland and Belgium) that have even lower shares of non-

competitive funding. This suggests that country size is not an explanatory factor. Openness might 

however be a partial explanation for the position of countries (although especially Belgium is still an 

odd case in this respect). 
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In several countries, like the UK and France, measures for societal impact and/or 

economic utility are therefore included in the research assessment. In the French model 

(‘informed negotiation’), a university has to prepare and present a strategic plan (4-5 

years) in which it underpins the budgetary claims. An university has to give solid 

arguments why it needs the money. These arguments do not necessarily have to be 

quantitative in nature (e.g., bibliometric indicators). Rather, it has to make qualitative 

arguments why and how the university adds value to society. In the UK, the REF is also 

taking into account measures for societal impact. HEIs will be invited to make 

submissions in 36 units of assessment. Submissions will be assessed by an expert sub-

panel for each unit of assessment, working under the guidance of four main panels. The 

assessment is not driven by quantitative metrics. A qualitative self-description is an 

important element of the assessment; universities are describing their four best pieces of 

work (case studies), illustrating the impact the research has made on society. 

Nevertheless, despite the many methodological shortcomings it is widely accepted that 

bibliometric performance indicators at least give some rough indication of how a scientific 

research system is performing. That is, the resulting ranking of the countries would not 

really be disputed.10 

No positive relation between competitive funding and national research performance 

Accepting the current indicators for the time being (while these are the only verifiable 

input and output indicators available at the moment) means that either competitive 

funding is less prevalent in leading countries such as Switzerland, Denmark and The 

Netherlands. In that case we should reject the assumption that competitive funding has a 

direct positive effect on research performance or that this assumption is flawed (or at 

least too basic) and neglects elements that are more important with regard to research 

performance. 

This lack of evidence on the relation between competitive funding is not new. Several 

other studies also do not find a straightforward connection between a competitive funding 

environment and research performance (e.g. Liefner (2003); Himanen, Auranen, Puuska 

& Nieminen (2009); Auranen & Nieminen (2010) en Daraio et al. (2011)). Compared to 

our analysis on country level, the study of Dariao et al. (2011) looked at the institutional 

level (comparing 488 European universities). It was concluded that there was no clear 

pattern between funding and research output. 

This is also in line with a recent study of the CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy 

Analysis (2014). This study presents an international comparison of how governments 

fund science, making a distinction between ex-post funding, ex-ante funding and fixed 

funding. Ex-post funding being associated with strong monetary incentives to produce 

high quality research output. This is because the principal has a stronger control over the 

agent – since the allocated money is based on known (past) performance. On the 

contrary, fixed funding is independent of research performance (research institutes are 

autonomous in deciding about research subjects and there is no monitoring of the 

government). They related this to research performance (based upon publications, 

citations and share of publications that are highly cited, related to the size of the 

population of each country). CPB also finds no clear relationship between the degree to 

which countries fund research on a performance-based manner (ex-post funding) and the 

research performance (both in terms of quantity and quality). This is in line with our 

earlier findings presented in this policy brief. 

                                                

10 For example, when publications are used as a performance indicator, language is an important 

structural factor of influence (Auranen, Nieminen, 2010). English-speaking countries may have a 

relative advantage in producing articles for mainly English-language international journals. 

Publications in other languages are less extensively covered by the Web of Science databases. 
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Figure 4. % of ex-post funding in relationship to output indicators (source: CPB, 2014) 

 

In fact, it seems that a higher degree of fixed funding is related to higher quantitative 

production of journal articles. The CPB study suggests that reputational concerns and the 

associated signalling of research quality to others might be more important factors in 

producing scientific knowledge (than funding incentives). 

This can also be included under the notion of path dependency. Well established HEIs with 

a long track record of excellent research still benefit from this reputation, making it more 

difficult for ‘younger’ HEIs to compete at the same level with most of the time reputed 

and well established institutions. At the strategic policy workshop it was mentioned that 

this reputational effect is quite strong in research funding. 

In addition, one should be aware of possible negative effects of too much competition (or 

so called ‘hyper competition’). This issue of too much competition was mentioned during 

the strategic workshop and is also described in the literature (e.g. Alberts et al, 2014; 

Stephan, 2012; Sharkey & Beeman, 2008; Martinson, 2007). Already in 2007, Nature had 

a special issue on misconduct which they linked to high levels of competition. Researchers 

are more likely to cheat the research system, the more they feel unjustly treated by that 

system. Or as Martinson (2007) says: “ [..] we have not stopped to ask ourselves 

whether we may have engendered a level of competition in science that has some 

dysfunctional consequences”. 

In addition, Alberts et al. (2014) for example describe the negative effects of the 

hypercompetitive atmosphere created in the US biomedical research, resulting in reduced 

productivity and discouraging the most outstanding prospective students to enter this 

field of research as well as currently successful researchers from other fields. In addition, 

the hyper competition seems to suppress the creativity, cooperation, risk-taking, and 
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original thinking required to achieve fundamental breakthroughs in fundamental research. 

Main source of the problem being a mismatch between supply and demand in research 

funding. In addition, Mark C. Taylor (2012) argues in an online article that in higher 

education competition often discourages risk taking, leads to short-term decision making 

and reduces the quality.  

Experts consulted in the present study (both interviewees as participants of the strategic 

workshop) also highlight the danger of too much competition, leading to potentially 

negative effects on research performance or ‘misconduct’ (see also paragraph 2.5). An 

increase in competitive funding might e.g. result in low success rates, which in turn might 

demotivate researchers (especially while many procedures for getting funding are seen as 

time consuming). Another negative effected mentioned by interviewees, is the narrowing 

of research focus due to a higher risk aversion in the choice of research areas. 

The danger of a narrowing of research focus is also an important outcome of the OECD’s 

Working Party on Research Institutions and Human Researchers (RIHR) questionnaire on 

performance based funding for public research in tertiary educations institutions 11 . 

Respondents from New Zealand mentioned e.g. the danger that a focus on academic 

excellence discourages HEIs to partner with, and transfer knowledge, to the private 

sector. Experiences from the UK suggest that there may be a higher risk aversion in the 

choice of research areas (e.g. if the potential for citation is limited) and lower levels of 

multi disciplinarity (as a result of the research assessment exercise). Moreover, HEIs in 

Germany expressed their concerns that a focus of quantitative indicators (used for the 

allocation of competitive funding) might lead to incentives that are harmful to quality. 

2.4 Decomposing competition 

In this study we find no evidence for a positive direct relation between competitive 

funding and research performance. The relation between (competitive) research funding 

and performance seems far more complex than a lower(ing) ratio of institutional block 

funding. There seem to be other factors that play an important role as well besides 

funding. Strategic behaviour (‘conduct’) seems to be an important intermediating 

variable. Therefore we developed a more detailed conceptual model, based upon findings 

in existing literature, interviews with research performers and research funders and the 

strategic workshop, which includes conduct. The model can be used to discuss the 

relation between funding and research performance (see Figure 5 ). 

                                                

11 Responses were received from 13 countries: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, 

Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Slovenia, Sweden and the United States.  
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Figure 5. Indirect relation between Research funding systems and Performance 
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The presented model is meant to be descriptive and not explanatory. It illustrates some 

important notions: 

A research system consists of many layers 

 A research system consists of many layers. Competition might occur at all levels 

(country, HEIs/PROs, faculty, research groups or at the individual level). 

Competition (or a lack thereof) at one level could be supplemented (or rather 

amplified) by competition at another level. The current indicators only tell us how 

funding is allocated on a macro level but do not tell anything about how this 

funding is subsequently allocated (internally) and the perceived levels of 

competition. For example, non competitive funding mechanisms (e.g. ex ante 

institutional funding), might be perceived as competitive at the level of research 

groups (due to internal competition between research groups). 

Other structural variables play an important role as well 

 Second, research funding mechanisms are seen as only one of the variables that 

might have an impact on research performance. Other contextual factors like path 

dependency, the political system or the quality of the educational system might be 

as important as the nature of research funding or even more important in 

predicting the research performance of a country. Based upon literature review, the 

interviews with experts and the strategic workshop, the following factors seem to 

play an important role as well12. 

                                                

12 This is not an exhausting list of all factors that might play a role, but are the ones most mentioned 

by experts. Future research could have a look at these (and possible other) factors and see if 

they indeed have a positive effect on research performance and how they relate to each other.  
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o  Path dependency: “history matters” when trying to explain current  

(research) performance (the so-called Matthews principle). In economics 

and social sciences the concept of path dependency is used to illustrate that 

a set of decisions one faces is limited by decisions one has made in the 

past, even though the past circumstances are no longer prevalent (Praeger, 

2008). The concept of path dependency is also relevant in explaining 

current research performance (at different levels). Past performance will 

have positive reputational effects and will therefore often be perceived as 

an indication of future accomplishments. This will e.g. be beneficial for HEIs 

with a strong reputation (based upon past performance) when applying for 

research funding. See also paragraph 2.3. 

o Political system: interview respondents underline the importance of a 

political system valuing the importance of research. The attitude of the 

government towards science & research is really important in that case. 

They should see it as an important priority, while it is of importance for the 

future of the country and economic growth. This also means that the 

government is willing to invest at least a certain amount of money in 

research.  

o Language: Both interview respondents and workshop participants point out 

that English native speakers have an advantage compared to non-native 

speakers regarding publications. In addition, countries that are not 

publishing in English have a disadvantage to those who do publish in 

English (Archambault et al, 2006; van Raan, van Leeuwen & Visser, 2011). 

o Educational system & excellent researchers: education is a broad structural 

factor of influence. Presumably, countries with better educational systems 

will deliver better researchers. Related to this, Liefner (2003) asked 

professors about which factors determine the educational and scientific 

potential of universities. Almost all the interviewees named the quality of 

academics. The form of resource allocation was much less important. This 

means that it is important for countries and institutions to be able to deliver 

(and retain) or attract high quality researchers. This asks for an attractive 

and excellent academic climate (see below). 

o Academic climate: Liefner (2003) mentions the importance of a good 

academic climate in attracting excellent researchers. Our interview 

respondents and workshop participants agree and mention that top 

researchers look around all over the world for interesting partners and get 

ahead with their ideas. Several factors seem to play an important role when 

assessing the attractiveness of the academic climate (agent perspective): 

 Highest degrees of freedom to conduct (own) research. 

 Availability of research funding. 

 Research infrastructure (RI’s). In most scientific fields excellent 

research is highly depending on world-class facilities and research 

infrastructures (e.g. ICT-based e-infrastructures, shared facilities) 

for data collection, management, processing, analysing and 

archiving. Research infrastructures are an important precondition 

for the advancement of science and scientific communities; leading 

scientific development in new directions, creating an attractive 

academic climate, and supporting (internal) collaboration (Science 

Europe, 2013)  

 Co-presence of other excellent researchers (network effect). 
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 Cross-border and interdisciplinary collaboration: In the existing 

literature cross-border collaboration is argued to results in scientific 

added value. Aspects that are in support of borderless science are 

e.g. access to research data (data should be available for re-use) 

and open access to research publications (unrestricted, online 

access to publications will increase a.o. the sharing of knowledge 

within scientific communities and also across sectors and it removes 

structural and geographical barriers) (Science Europe, 2013). 

 Career perspective (related to HR-policy): Interview respondents 

and workshop participants highlighted the importance of excellent 

career perspectives when assessing the academic climate. The 

academic climate for researchers can be improved by supporting the 

enhancement of conditions for researchers, ensuring that the 

highest standards in all HR-related issues are applied (Science 

Europe, 2013). In some countries there is a lot of competition 

regarding promotion. In France, for example, Universities and CNRC 

compete for PhD’s and postdocs. Although formally not part of the 

candidate assessment, the publication record is de facto an 

important basis to judge postdoc candidates (although there is a lot 

of variation between disciplines). Postdoc positions are temporary 

labour contracts. After that, it is only up (that is, to become civil 

servant through the ‘Concourse’) or out. Consequently, there is an 

intense competition in the Concourse among Postdocs. This is not so 

much a problem if the selection occurs at a relatively young age of 

the researcher. It becomes problematic if the Postdoc is already 

settled. There are currently a lot of government initiatives to 

improve the employment perspective of PhD’s. At the system level, 

what is needed is to strike a right balance between the overall 

efficiency of the system (e.g., by ex ante limiting the number of 

PhD’s in disciplines which have oversupply, for instance by using 

numerous fixus) and the individual freedom / mobility of 

researchers. 

In addition, also monetary incentives (in terms of salaries) were 

mentioned as an important factor. Countries with excellent 

monetary conditions seems to be more successful in attracting 

excellent researchers.  

 Broader (living) conditions in country/region/town (immigration 

rules, openness of culture, schools, housing, job market for partner 

etc.) are mentioned both in existing literature as well as in the 

interviews to be of importance.  

Strategic behaviour as an important intermediating variable 

 Based upon the results of this study (secondary data analysis, desk research, 

interviews and the strategic workshop), we conclude that the link between 

competitive research funding (structure) and the outcome of the system 

(performance) is only indirect: it is mediated by the strategic behaviour (‘conduct’) 

of the various agents. Depending on the particular structure of the funding system, 

an agent has more (or less) degrees of freedom to set his own research agenda. 

Butler (2010) argues for example that the influence of introducing competition in 

research funding will depend on the internal allocation of universities; university 

management could negate or enhance incentives for researchers. This structure has 

two distinctive dimensions: 
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o The nature of the relationship (contract) between the principal and the 

agent. For example, a research grant may contain various conditions such 

as: focus on specific types of recipients (e.g. institutional grants), 

partitioning of grants (e.g. block grants versus payment in many terms), 

required types of partners (e.g. participation of firms or foreign scientists), 

theme (e.g. content of research should be within a specific theme) or 

performance (e.g. commercial research on a ‘no cure no pay’ model). See 

also box 4. 

 
Box 4. Examples of criteria/conditions for the allocation of funding 

Criteria for the allocation of institutional (block) funding could e.g. include size of student 

population, the salaries of permanent employees (researchers and support staff), societal 

impact and/or fixed deliveries to the responsible ministry. For competitive allocation of 

institutional funding, criteria could include research impact (number of publications, citations 

etc.), peer assessments of scientific quality by evaluation panels, qualitative (and/or 

quantitative) assessments of societal impact, "the extent to which the organisation meets 

agreed objectives" e.g. on the "profiling" of the organisation around priority areas, etc. 

Criteria used in funding programmes could e.g. include scientific track record, quality of 

research proposal, expected societal impact etc. The contractor will identify whether the 

decisions are based on peer review or on a different selection mechanisms and in the case 

of peer reviews, whether these were international peer reviews and whether the peer review 

process follows international standards. International peer review concerns the evaluation of 

research proposals is carried out by at least one international independent external expert, 

from countries whose funding agency(ies) and researchers do not take part in the joint call. 

Source: EC (2014) Tender on Analysis of national public research funding, by theme and by 

type of allocation (competitive project funding versus institutional block funding) 

o The level of competition (Cave et al., 1999). This level depends on the 

number of research funders (grantors) in relation to the number of research 

performers (applicants). 

 Together, both dimensions (nature of the relationship and level of competition) 

determine the margin for manoeuvre (‘space of conduct’) of the research performer 

(applicant). This means e.g. that even when there are not many applicants there 

can still be a certain degree of competition due to strict conditions (limited degrees 

of freedom). In addition, applicants will generally apply for grants with the largest 

degree of freedom, which in return causes competition as well, even if there is 

overall sufficient supply of funding. 

Feedback loop 

 In most (dynamic) systems there is a feedback loop from Performance towards 

Structure. For example, one could assume that more research funding would be 

made available if the system performs well. However, the influence of other 

structural variables (e.g., political system) might be more important than the 

feedback mechanism. For example, despite the fact that Dutch research system has 

consistently performed very well during many years the overall amount of public 

research funding has steadily decreased during the last decade. Policy decisions 

may also affect behaviour of research performers. Auranen and Nieminen (2010) 

for instance argue that policy decisions can be reasons for differences in publication 

performance. Swedish universities perform activities, which in some other countries 

are carried out by public research laboratories and institutes. This might result in a 

situation where relatively more resources devoted to universities are spent on 
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research and development activities that do not lead to international scientific 

publications. 

In the next paragraph we will reinterpret the role of competitive funding in the 

performance of research systems using the core notion of Conduct from our model. 

2.5 Conduct of research performers as an important mediating 

variable 

The performance of a research system is ultimately determined by conduct of the 

researchers. What makes conduct a very complex variable is that there are multiple 

actors who all can express strategic behaviour as a reaction to changes in funding 

conditions at various levels. Those actors can be countries, HEIs/PROs, faculties, research 

groups or individual researchers: 

 Principal perspective: HEIs/PROs, faculties and/or research groups (and even 

countries) are competing for the best researchers. Internally, this means that one 

will try to optimize mobility. Externally, one tries to optimize openness in order to 

increase the influx of foreign researchers. 

 Agent perspective: As discussed in the previous paragraph individual researchers 

will look for places with the best research climate (having a high degree of freedom 

to conduct research, enough funding, co-presence of other excellent researchers). 

For describing the strategic behaviour expressed as a consequence of changes in funding, 

a distinction is made between the institutional level (principal perspective) and the 

individual level (agent perspective). Examples of these are given in Figure 6. A long list is 

included in annex 4. 

Figure 6. Conduct on both institutional and individual level 
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2.5.1 Strategic behaviour by research institutions 

Researchers work within research groups and those groups are in turn part of research 

institutions. These research institutions also react in a strategic manner towards changes 

in the research funding system. As such, the strategic behaviour (conduct) of these 

research institutions are an important intermediate variable in the performance of the 

individual researchers, and thus in the performance of the research system. Based on the 

literature review, the in-depth interviews and the strategic workshop we found the 

following strategies of research institutions. 



 The effectiveness of national research funding systems – final policy brief  

 

 25 

Increasing the likelihood of getting funding by narrowing the focus of research topics 

According to Strehl, Reisinger and Kalatschan (2007) universities focus on the 

development of strategic profiles and core research areas. The more dependent research 

institutions are on limited (competitive) resources for research funds and facilities, the 

less likely they will feel able to adopt research goals and styles that are not directly in line 

with research areas covered by the funding organisations, since the risks of failure will be 

too great (Whitley, 2008; Box, 2010). On the other hand, the institution is capable of 

strategic investment decisions and is able to support particular promising areas of 

research more substantially (Whitley, 2008). According to Frølich, Kalpazidou Schmidt 

and Rosa (2010) and Liefner (2003) a highly competitive system can lead to the 

promotion of more output-oriented research. 

According to a US spokesperson, in the US, academic research is strongly dependent on 

programmatic or project based funding. As a consequence, compared to most EU 

countries, individual researchers have relatively little leeway to redirect their ongoing 

research towards new promising areas of research. They basically have to continue 

working on the existing direction until new financing options come along. 

Adjusting Human Resource Management in order to attract excellent researchers & 

funding 

Performance-based research funding can have an impact on the universities’ human 

resource management and strategic recruitment. Since the introduction of this system 

universities show changes in job descriptions, recruitment criteria, creation/reallocation of 

posts, appraisal systems, career patterns and rewards (Butler, 2010; Strehl, Reisinger & 

Kalatschan, 2007). Universities tend to focus more on research (Box, 2010). In the UK, 

for example, universities are assessed on the basis of the current staff’s track record. 

Immediately before another assessment round a temporary “transfer market in star 

researchers” springs up (Butler, 2010, p. 154), a phenomenon labelled ‘REF poaching 

(Gibney, 2012). 

ETH Zurich (Switzerland) is e.g. highly successful in attracting top researchers by not 

using competitive funding but rather by shielding researchers from too much financial 

competition. Two-third of its staff are foreigner. Compared to its main competitors in the 

US, it has budgets that are assured over the long term and it can thus work in stable 

conditions. Furthermore, ETHZ has considerable autonomy from the political authorities. 

It can largely define its own research areas. ETHZ is currently planning the establishment 

of an institute that would provide the best researchers in the world a kind of “sabbatical” 

year for research on the topic of their choice (along the lines of Princeton’s Institute for 

Advanced Study). Top scientists would have free rein during their stay in Zurich and 

would interact with our researchers and students (Bilan e-paper, July 2013). 

Attract alternative sources of funding 

Lastly, establishing relationships with the external community is a possible option of 

strategic institutional behaviour, mainly to deal with financial needs and to seek 

alternative sources of funding (Frølich, Kalpazidou Schmidt & Rosa, 2010). This trend is 

particularly seen in areas of highly developed industry and market demand, e.g. high 

technology, business administration, economics, and consulting in various other fields 

(Strehl, Reisinger & Kalatschan, 2007). 

In Greece (and other countries in southern Europe) researchers have become highly 

dependent on research funding from the EU. Domestic funds are scarce and relatively 

small, both from the public and private sector. As a consequence, researchers have little 

choice but to turn to Brussels. This is in contrast to for instance France and the US. 

Although the French governance system is assumed to be highly centralized, in reality it 
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has many layers (e.g., Regions also have their own PhD schemes) and there are too 

many alternative ways to find research money and/or grants. So there is a lot of variation 

in the system. As for the US research funding system, although it is highly competitive it 

also has a lot of variation (and thus alternatives) in terms of types of research funders 

and research funds. 

 

2.5.2 Strategic behaviour by individual researchers 

Laudel (2006) states e.g. that researchers adapt to increased competition for funding by 

carefully selecting funding sources, using funding creatively, or by shaping the research 

content. In addition, researchers sometimes adjust their projects in such a way that they 

are meeting the requirements of the research funders. 

Increasing the likelihood of getting external funding by targeting different sources 

There are three main strategies that can be identified in order to increase the likelihood of 

funding by carefully selecting external funding agencies (Laudel, 2006): 

 Targeting ‘easy’ sources. Researchers take into account the effort required in grant 

writing and reporting, the success rate and the size of the grants. 

 Targeting all sources. The need for funding made some researchers select many 

different funding sources to increase their opportunities. 

 Targeting ‘appropriate’ sources. Only top scientist use this strategy: designing 

research projects first and then looking for sources of funding for these projects. 

Aside from funding agencies researchers tried to commercialise research results by 

establishing their own company. A simple version of this is selling services to 

customers, mainly to industry. Another interesting strategy is bootlegging, that is, 

rearranging money from externally funded projects to finance work on new ideas. 

Another strategy is free-riding. This strategy can be described as letting other researchers 

write a grant application that includes your ideas. 

Increasing the likelihood of getting funding by adjusting the content of the research 

When funding agencies define research topics scientists try to adjust their projects. A 

specific variant is the adaptation to industry partners, who are sometimes needed for 

grants. Another strategy is diversifying research. To prove that a project is different from 

others, scientists diversify by including additional topics and objects in their research. 

Scientists assume that risky research would not be funded, therefore they avoid risky 

research in a grant proposal. Interdisciplinary projects are often perceived as risky and 

thus also fall in this category. This finding can be linked to the principal-agent theory. 

Motivation of individuals and their way of dealing with risks are indeed conduct variables 

(Liefner, 2003). Since the time between an application and awarded funding is often very 

long (about a year) scientist also avoid ‘hot’ topics (Laudel, 2006). ‘Cheap’ research is 

selected in anticipation of what is likely to be funded by adapting research methods and 

objects or by downsizing. According to Liefner (2003) and Butler (2003) there seems to 

be a perceived shift toward mainstream research (Liefner, 2003; Butler, 2010) and when 

funding systems are specifically aimed to increase publications in international journals 

this could lead to a neglect of local or regional issues (Hazelkorn, 2009, p. 2) 

Increasing the likelihood of getting funding by adjusting publications strategies 

Since publications, citations, and journals are frequently used as performance indicators 

for funding, publication strategies is also a category of strategic individual behaviour. 

Interview respondents e.g. mentioned risk aversion of researchers regarding the choice of 
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research areas (e.g. research where the output is really uncertain or where the potential 

for citations is limited). 

While introducing more and more performance-based incentives, the UK’s share of 

publications in the Web of Science e.g. declined, while its share of higher-impact journals 

increased. This relationship is found in other countries as well (Butler, 2010). Publication 

practices seem to be altered to suit what is seen as the best strategy for the assessment 

methodology (Butler, 2010), whether it is about quantity or quality. Researches could 

increase their production by e.g. ‘recycling’ papers (‘salami slicing’) or by publishing solely 

in a closed (in-crowd) peer group. The same goes for the type of publication, for example 

publishing in journals instead of books and conference papers. 

Increasing the likelihood of getting funding by ‘learning the game’ 

According to Laudel (2006), applying for grants includes effort in gathering information 

about the rules of the funding agency and ‘learning the game’. In The Netherlands, 

universities provide training and feedback sessions in order to help researchers prepare 

for the competition of grants. Interview respondents also mention the use of buzzwords in 

proposals as a way of increasing the likelihood of funding. 

One respondent remarked that, from the perspective of an academic researcher, the EU 

research funding system seems to increasingly put more focus on process rather than 

content. She also noted that as a result, a whole string of ‘EC research application 

consultancies’ has sprung up to offer researchers (paid) help to deal with the extensive 

application process/paper work involved in obtaining EU research grants. 

In especially the strategic policy workshop it was also mentioned that this – apart from an 

inflation of publications (quantity over quality) could lead away attention from the wider 

social impact of HEIs on society at large, to recycling of research results and maybe even 

more harmful professional misconduct or fraud. 





3 Conclusions and outlook 

In this policy brief on effectiveness of national research funding systems we have looked 

into the variation in the competition-based allocation of public research funding (not R&D 

funding) in European Union Member States to HEIs. More in particular we analysed the 

relation between competitive research funding and performance combining the insights 

from many existing studies with a series of interviews and a strategic policy workshop. In 

this chapter we will briefly summarise the main conclusions, discuss policy implications 

and formulate some recommendations for future research. 

3.1 Conclusions 

 There are various ways to render a research funding system more competitive. 

Some countries show a slight shift from institutional (block) funding to project-

based funding (often on a competitive basis). However, even more often we see the 

introduction of competitive elements in general in the funding system by 

introduction performance-based funding schemes. Elements of competition can be 

build into any type of funding and is therefore not related to either institutional 

block funding or project funding. Both institutional funding and project based 

funding can be allocated on a competitive basis. 

 The ratio between institutional block funding (associated with ‘non-competitive 

funding’) and project funding (associated with ‘competitive funding’) is often used 

as a proxy for the degree of competition within a national research funding system. 

Apart from our observation that there currently is no overall decline of the share of 

institutional block funding in public research funding, we conclude that this simple 

dichotomy is false. The ratio between the two is not a good indicator for measuring 

competitiveness in research funding. What the proxy essentially tries to capture is 

the nature of the contractual relationship between the research funder (the 

principal) and the researcher performer (the agent). We have suggested here to 

make a distinction between non-programmatic, programmatic and project-based 

funding instead. 

 Policy mixes have become the norm rather than the exception. All the examined 

countries have a mix of non-programmatic, programmatic and project-based 

funding. A good balance between these types of funding is highly valuable for 

researchers and is essential for enhancing research performance. 

 The link between competitive funding and research performance is not as 

straightforward as might be expected. In this study we find no evidence for a 

positive direct relation between competitive funding and research performance. This 

is supported by a recent study of the CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy 

Analysis (2014). CPB also finds no clear relationship between the degree to which 

countries fund research on a performance-based manner (ex-post funding) and the 

research performance (both in terms of quantity and quality). This is in line with 

our earlier findings presented in this policy brief. In fact, it seems that a higher 

degree of fixed funding is related to higher quantitative production of journal 

articles. The CPB study suggests that reputational concerns and the associated 

signalling of research quality to others might be more important factors in 

producing scientific knowledge (than funding incentives). 

 We also find (based on the literature, the interviews and the policy workshop) that 

there probably is some optimum level of competition in research funding. It is 

argued that too much competition can be harmful for excellent research 

performance, leading to potentially negative effects such as e.g. demotivated 



 The effectiveness of national research funding systems – final policy brief  

 

 30 

researchers (due to low success rates), narrowing of research focus (due to a 

higher risk aversion), lower levels of multidisciplinarity, a neglect of the wider 

impact of public research on society and in extreme cases even academic 

misconduct or fraud. 

 We do find that the relation between (competitive) research funding and 

performance is far more complex than a lower(ing) ratio of institutional block 

funding. There are other factors that play an important role as well besides funding. 

We therefore developed a more detailed conceptual model which not only includes 

other contextual or structural factors (next to funding), but also includes conduct 

(of various agents at various levels). The link between competitive research funding 

(‘structure’) and the outcome of the system (‘performance’) is only indirect: it is 

mediated by the strategic behaviour (‘conduct’) of the various agents. The model 

also acknowledges that a research system consists of many layers. Competition 

might occur at all levels (country, HEIs/PROs, faculty, research groups or at the 

individual level). Competition (or a lack thereof) at one level could be supplemented 

(or rather amplified) by competition at another level. The currently used indicators 

only tell us how funding is allocated on a macro level. 

 With regard to structural factors we find that path dependency, the political system, 

language, quality of the educational system, presence of excellent researchers and 

the academic climate might be as important as the nature of research funding or 

even more important in predicting the research performance of a country. Non-

funding mechanisms seem at least as important in relation to research performance 

as research funding mechanisms. In the strategic policy workshop especially the 

role of HRM/the promotion system in a country (or institutions) was seen as key. 

 With regard to the complex variable conduct we conclude that there are multiple 

actors who all can express strategic behaviour as a reaction to changes in funding 

conditions at various levels. Those actors can be countries, HEIs/PROs, faculties, 

research groups or individual researchers. We need to understand this conduct first, 

before we can assess how research funding impacts upon the performance of a 

research system. 

 The performance of a research system is ultimately determined by the conduct of 

its researchers. Hence structural parameters (such as research funding) are 

important but only have an indirect effect on the performance of a research system. 

The structure determines the room for manoeuvres (= space of conduct) for 

researchers. If researchers have more strategic room their conduct might be 

geared towards types of performances that are not necessarily in line with the aims 

of the principle. 

3.2 Policy recommendations 

Based on the foregoing the following policy implications can be derived from this study: 

 In current policy there is a trend towards evidence-based policy. However, the 

findings of this study do not allow to draw conclusions on the positive effect of 

introducing competitive (or performance based) funding. Future research is needed, 

to clarify if there indeed is no relation or that current indicators are not capturing 

‘competition’ and ‘performance’ well enough. 

 Elements of competition can be build into any type of funding and is therefore not 

related to either institutional block funding or project funding. Both institutional 

funding and project based funding can be allocated on a competitive basis. 

Therefore, stop using the ratio between institutional block funding and project 
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funding as a proxy for the degree of competition within a national research funding 

system. 

 Research is already competitive by nature because researchers strive to be 

recognized by their peers. Changing structural parameters (such as introducing 

more competition into research funding) usually alters these inherent competitive 

forces but it does not necessarily strengthen those forces (e.g., due to the 

deadweight loss of regulation, such as research time spent on [parallel] writing 

proposals). Competition for research funding is something else than competition 

among researchers. Therefore, one should have an holistic perspective on the 

functioning of research systems and be careful in focusing too much on (solely) 

introducing competitive funding. 

 Policy makers should acknowledge that there are more structural as well as conduct 

variables, next to research funding, that affect the research performance of a 

research system. Non funding research policies are probably as important as 

funding policies in deriving at better performing research systems. Policies aiming 

at enhancing research performance should therefore be a mix of both funding 

policies as well as other policies (e.g. policies related to HRM-policy, mobility and 

preventing academic misconduct). 

 Important for the overall well-functioning of a research system is that there is 

enough variety in the system, in all dimensions. It is not so much about finding the 

best funding mechanism but finding the right balance between funding mechanisms 

(that is, the right ‘mix’ of non-competitive and competitive funding) and between 

funding mechanisms and non-funding mechanisms. It is all about a systemic 

approach. 

 The above implies that there should be various types of funding (e.g., non-

programmatic, programmatic funding, project-based funding), sources of funding 

(e.g., government, research agencies, non profit institutions, private sector), 

themes (e.g., various societal themes), types of research (e.g., basic versus 

applied research), size and terms of funding, and level of recipient (e.g., university, 

faculty, research group, individual scientist). In addition, the overall system should 

also be sufficiently stable; a certain degree of predictability and stability is needed 

to be able to create enough certainty for the different actors in the system to 

operate in a dynamic manner. 

 Policy makers should be aware that more competition is not always and not 

necessarily better, as there are clearly also indications that competitions is already 

built into the research systems in many ways and at various layers. Too much 

competition can have harmful effects as well. 

3.3 Recommendations for future research 

This policy brief is based on a combination of analysing existing literature, interviews and 

a high level policy workshop. What is evident from this effort - that was limited in terms 

of time and scope while there is a considerable community of scholars that look into the 

performance of research systems - is that there are still many relevant questions that are 

still not answered or require further analysis. Based on our efforts we came across the 

following issues that from our perspective need attention in future (policy) research: 

 What indicators for measuring competition (at various levels) in research funding 

and more widely the key characteristics of a national research funding system can 

be used or developed? 

 What is an optimum level of competition in research funding? 
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 Strengthen the validity of our model by demonstrating that, other structural factors 

(like HRM-policy, academic climate, educational system etc) being equal, 

competition-based allocation of public research funding does not necessarily leads 

to enhanced research performance. 

 How important is research funding as a structural factor affecting research 

performance next to other structural factors (such as the research climate, HRM-

policy) and conduct factors? 

 How important are funding and non-funding policies affect conduct variables and 

how do they subsequently relate to research performance? 

Apart from the above questions there was, in especially the strategic policy workshop, a 

plea for digging deeper at the institutional level and the governance of HEIs. It was 

suggested to thoroughly assess the relation between competitive funding and research 

performance at the institutional level (compared to the macro-level in this study). This 

study made use of input and output measures at the country level, however there might 

be large differences within countries: some institutions will rely heavily on non-

competitive funding, while others rely heavily on competitive funding. While assessing the 

relation between competitive funding and research performance it might be interesting to 

also have a look at different dependent variables, e.g. the visibility of research 

institutions. 

In addition, it would also be interesting to extend the scope of this study by including 

third party funding (contract research). As described in Annex VI financing through third-

party funded contracts constitutes a key funding source in many EU Member States. 

Therefore, the scope of this policy brief could be extended to briefly reveal the 

mechanisms running behind this sort of financing. Some institutions might rely heavily on 

public research funding, while others mainly attract private funding. In this case, it would 

be valuable to also look at other research institutes (instead of only HEIs), while in some 

countries much research is done outside universities (like in Germany). 

Further it has been suggested that future research should not only focus on funding 

mechanisms, but also at other factors that play an important role. Do institutions for 

instance differ in the number of foreign employees, their HRM-policies or the number of 

co-publications? And how does this affect their research performance? It would e.g. be 

interesting to examine the correlations between salaries and the perceived attractiveness 

of the academic climate (and in addition, to what extend this influences the success rate 

of attracting excellent researchers) in order to see how strong this monetary incentive is. 

Similar analyses are needed for the other structural variables identified in this policy brief. 

Additionally, more research is needed to gain deeper insight in strategic behaviour of 

institutions and individual researchers and symptoms of too much competition and 

‘misconduct’. 

Finally, there were concerns raised during the policy workshop about the dominant use of 

bibliometric indicators for assessing research performance. New and more varied 

indicators would be helpful as at the moment many indicators are not suitable for cross-

country comparison. It would be worthwhile for example to think about indicators that are 

both useful for governments and universities (e.g. for self-governance). By putting R&I 

statistics closer to the government administration, statistics could be produced by the 

institutions themselves (of course the reliability of this self assessment needs to be 

checked). In addition, it should be checked if new indicators are not already emerging (on 

e.g. Wiki’s). What is clear that there still is a lot of ground to be covered. 
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Annex I: Methodology 

The sole purpose of Figure 2 and Figure 3 was to illustrate the absence of a correlation 

between institutional block funding and research quality. In Figure 2 we used the share of 

institutional block funding in the total of funding to national performers as a proxy for the 

independent variable. Data is directly taken from OECD STI Outlook 2012. This variable is 

only available for 2010. Also, there are only 10 data points (countries) available.  

As a proxy for scientific quality we used the field normalized citation impact score (FNCS). 

This is an aggregate score for a country for its citation performance across all main 

scientific fields. A normalisation is needed because the average number of citations per 

publication varies widely across fields. The score is dynamically indexed: the world 

average is always 1.0 (hence all countries in Figure 2 perform well above the world 

average). The field normalized citation impact score is always calculated as a moving 

average to even out differences in time lags between publications (it takes a certain 

period of time before papers get cited, and the peak of citations differs across scientific 

fields but is usually two years, see Rinia et al., 2001). We used the most recent available 

period, namely 2008-2011. This covers the bulk of the citations that are being received 

by publications published in 2008. 

In a similar vein, there is a time lag between the input (funding) in a science system and 

the output (publications). Assuming a two year lag, for the 2008-2011 period for the field 

normalized citation impact score we should have used 2006 input data. Alas, as noted 

before, we only have data on the share of institutional block funding for 2010. 

As an alternative proxy for the input data, we have used the share of general university 

funding (GUF) in total civil GBOARD. We have a longer time series for this variable. An 

additional advantage of using GBOARD (instead of for instance HERD and GOVERD) is 

that it is not limited to the national/federal level but also covers research funds at lower 

levels of government. (e.g., states/regions). This is especially relevant for federal states 

such as Germany and Switzerland. Alas the broad coverage is also a setback as GBOARD 

also includes funding to research performers (such as transnational research 

organisations). We have some more data points (n=13) available for these two 

variables. 13  Again, we find no clear pattern – or at the most a very weak positive 

correlation between the share of GUF and FNCS. 

                                                

13 The countries from Figure 2 are marked with dark diamonds, the additional countries with light 

blue diamonds. 
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Figure 7. Relation between the share of GUF in the Civil GBOARD and Scientific 

performance. For GUF and Civil GBOARD, 2005 data is used (source: OECD). For the 

bibliometric data, 2008-2011 data is used (source: CWTS). 

 

To further test the robustness of this funding, in Figure 3 we have also used an 

alternative proxy for the output variable, namely the number of publications among the 

10 most widely cited papers in the world. We used the same denominator as for the input 

variable, civil GBOARD. Again, we have more data points for these two variables 

(n=20).14 Alas the latest data we have for the 10% most widely cited variable is 2007. 

Again using a 2+3=5 year time lag, for the input variable (GUF/civil GBOARD) we used 

2002 instead of 2005. 

 

                                                

14 Again, the countries from Figure 2 are marked with dark diamonds, the ten additional countries 

with light blue diamonds. 
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Annex II: Long list of Conduct 

The following aspects were elaborated in paragraph 2.5. 

Institutional 

o Narrowing the focus of research topics  

 Developing strategic profiles and core research areas 

 Focussing on more output-oriented research 

 Alignment with research areas covered by funding agencies 

 Supporting promising areas of research 

o Adjusting Human Resource Management 

 Changing job descriptions towards more research oriented profiles 

 Recruiting star researchers 

 Directing career patterns 

 Using appraisal systems 

o Attracting alternative sources of funding 

 Establishing relationships with the external community, e.g. forming 

strategic partnerships with businesses, industry, and other institutions; 

joint ventures; spin-off companies 

Individual 

o Targeting different sources of funding 

 Strategically selecting external funding agencies by (1) targeting easy 

sources, (2) targeting all sources, or (3) targeting appropriate sources 

 Freeriding 

o Adjusting the content of the research 

 Selecting externally predetermined topics 

 Collectively define topics in research networks e.g. with industry partners 

 Diversifying research 

 Avoiding risky research topics 

 Avoiding ‘hot’ topics 

 Selecting ‘cheap’ research 

 Choosing mainstream research topics 

 Focus on international issues 

o Adjusting publication strategies 

 Increasing quantity of publications/citations by (1) recycling papers or (2) 

publishing in closed peer groups 

 Focusing on high-impact journals 

 Choosing type of publication (journals/books/conference papers) 

o ‘Learning the game’ 

 Attending university training and feedback sessions about funding 

procedures 

 Using buzzwords in proposals 

However, in the literature many more examples were found. On the institutional level one 

can also think of: 

o Carrying out initiatives aimed at promotion or communication. Strehl, Reisinger and 

Kalatschan (2007) state that universities tend to do more to promote research 

activities with the purpose of attracting funding from external sources. Also, open 

discussions about the performance of groups and individuals was attributed as a 
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mediating cause for working harder in a performance-based system (Liefner, 

2003). According to Butler (2010) universities have indeed mentioned significant 

improvements in the information management systems since performance-based 

resource funding. Related to this, resource allocation is also viewed as a means of 

developing an innovative and performance-oriented culture within research 

institutions (Liefner, 2003). 

o Changing internal processes of resource allocation. According to Liefner (2003, p. 

470), changes in funding systems will have an impact on these processes. 

However, ways of distributing money are not transparent for outsiders (also 

mentioned in interviews) 

o Adjusting organisational settings. Restructuring or closing of departments can be a 

consequence of a bad evaluation (Butler, 2010), but it can also be a strategic 

decision. For example, in Hazelkorn’s (2007, p. 13) study, respondents reported 

that new organisational sections were established to manage indicator 

improvements. Another example is upgrading the research infrastructure (Strehl, 

Reisinger & Kalatschan, 2007). 

Additional examples on the individual level are: 

o Commercialising research results. Aside from targeting funding agencies 

researchers try to commercialise research results by establishing their own 

company. A simple version of this is selling services to customers, mainly to 

industry (Laudel, 2006). Another interesting strategy is bootlegging, that is, 

rearranging money from externally funded projects to finance work on new ideas. 

o Spending less time on teaching. Depending on the type of competitive funding and 

regulations, there is more or less time available for research activities (Frølich, 

Kalpazidou Schmidt & Rosa, 2010). 

o Moving to another institution. It can also be a strategic decision from the 

researcher to move to a better equipped institution or an institution that has a 

better reputation/a higher change to receive funding. 
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Annex III: Interview respondents 

 Dr. Pascale Briand, Director General of the French National Research Agency (ANR) 

(France). Responded in writing at 15th of April 2014  

 Dr. Rémi Barré, Director of the Observatoire des Sciences et des Techniques (OST) 

and Associate Professor at the CNAM University (France). Interviewed 9th of April 

2014 

 Prof. Adrian Curaj, Director General of the Executive Agency for Higher Education, 

Research, Development and Innovation Funding (Romania). Interviewed 1st of April 

2014 

 Dr. Dimitri Gagliardi, Research Fellow at the Manchester Business School 

(United Kingdom). Interviewed 8th of April 2014 

 Dr. Höchli Daniel, Director of the Swiss National Science Foundation (Switzerland). 

Interviewed 9th of April 2014 

 Dr. Michael Keenan, Analyst in the OECD’s Directorate for Science, Technology and 

Industry. Interviewed 11 th of April 2014 

 Dr. Coenraad Krijger, Director of the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific 

Research, responsible for policy development (The Netherlands). Interviewed 31st 

March 2014 

 Erik van de Linde, Head Policy Advice: Research & Knowledge at the Royal 

Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (The Netherlands). Interviewed 2nd of 

April 2014 

 Dr. Jordi Molas-Gallart, Research Professor at the Spanish Council for Scientific 

Research (CSIC), INGENIO (Spain). Interviewed 25th of March 2014 

 Prof. Rick Rylance, Arts & Humanities Research Council Chief Executive and Chair of 
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Annex V. Workshop Summary 

Background 

This workshop was meant to validate findings from research in a study for DG Research 

and Innovation about the effectiveness of national research funding systems. Results 

from the workshop will be used to finalise a related policy brief. 

Attendants 

The workshop convened 26 stakeholders active in research funding, in particular from 

universities, policy, and funding agencies. Attendance was by invitation only. See a list of 

attendees in Annex IV of this policy brief. 

Presentations 

This summary includes the main points of the presented slides and the discussion. The 

presentation files can be viewed and downloaded at http://ri-policy- 

analysis.eu/studies/the-effectiveness-of-national-research-funding-systems/ 

Main results 

There is no clear evidence on the positive effect of introducing performance-based 

funding. Hence, current research policy seems not to be evidence based. Future research 

is needed to clarify whether there is no relation between funding methods and 

performance or whether current indicators are not capturing “competition” and 

“performance” sufficiently well. 

There are many influences that affect decisions, conduct, and performance of individual 

researchers; the research funding mechanism is just one of them. Other important factors 

may be promotion mechanisms, the amount of money available for researchers, and 

prestige. These drivers are probably much more dominant than funding mechanisms. The 

most excellent researchers are probably not much affected by more competition – they 

will do as they always do. Probably increased competition will affect those researchers 

with life-long employment and lower performance, leading to an increase in volume of 

research output but not necessarily an increase in quality. 

Competitive funding should not be developed in isolation from other types of funding. The 

task should not be finding the best funding mechanism but the right balance between 

funding mechanisms. In doing so, private research funding – which is also competitive – 

should also be taken into account. Furthermore, there should be a certain degree of 

stability in the right mix of funding instruments. Policy makers also should consider that 

the level and amount of funding plays an important role. 

Due to the large differences between countries’ research funding systems and due to 

historical aspects (path dependency), one should be careful with “copying” models from 

other countries. 
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1. Welcome and introduction 

Philippe Martin and Fabienne Gautier, European Commission, DG Research and 

Innovation 

Philip Martin welcomed everybody to the workshop about the effectiveness of national 

research funding systems (with the explicit focus on research and not R&D). The aim of 

this workshop was to add value to the results of the study conducted by Dialogic and 

empirica between February and April 2014 and to discuss the most effective way of 

stimulating research performance. Or in other words, how do we get the “most bang for 

the buck”? 

Fabienne Gautier underlined the importance of the study, stressing that “more effective 

national research systems” is one of the five priorities of the European Research Area 

(ERA). The aim of the ERA is to improve this effectiveness by introducing increased 

competition. In this case, competition is understood as project-based funding, allocated 

by means of international peer review. The goal is selecting the best proposals – 

proposals with a high level of scientific excellence, meaning research with high levels of 

economic and social impact. A second element of competition is the introduction of 

institutional assessment, so not only providing bulk funding, but funding on the basis of 

assessment. Compared to this study the scope of ERA is wider, not only focusing on the 

funding of HEIs but also other research institutions. 

2. Context and rationale of the FundSys study  

Presentation Luc Soete, European Research and Innovation Area Board (ERIAB) 

Luc Soete presented introductory comments about the effectiveness of national research 

funding systems. First of all he highlighted the importance of the issue.  

There are huge differences between EU Member States in funding of higher education 

institutions (HEIs). At first sight, there is a huge potential for efficiency gains in higher 

education. The debate is somewhat similar to the one on massive open online courses 

(MOOCs). The issue is part of the international diffusion of the Anglo-Saxon vision on 

competitiveness in research and mobility of researchers and convergence in best practice 

research performance. This is for example illustrated in university rankings. The US 

system, and in Europe the UK system, are spreading to the rest of the world – particularly 

to China and the Commonwealth, but also to the rest of Europe. There is an interesting 

similarity with higher education such as the tuition fee debate: the US leads, the UK 

followed, but continental Europe remains characterised by major differences. 

In this context, the study about the effectiveness of national research funding systems is 

particularly welcome. There are lots of studies for the US, comparing for example 

individual US states. However, little is known for Europe as a whole. In Europe one needs 

to recognise, among other issues, the importance of small nations (which are intrinsically 

more competitive), the role of research beyond smart specialisation but as absorptive 

capacity, the nature of research carried out in HEI, and the role of academic hospitals. 

The EU is facing four main challenges: First, should block funding (guaranteed unit of 

funding, GUF) only be applied at national or regional level or also at EU level? Second, 

there is programme funding at national, regional, and European level but where is the 

quid about the overlap? Third, in many areas a European “mobile circus” of scientists 

appears to be travelling across Europe as post-doc researchers in search for a “tenured” 

landing somewhere (See Luc Soete’s Dies lecture on why “young researchers just like 

members of drug gangs still live with their mom”). Fourth, there is an inside-outsider 

problem of researchers in Europe with rising and high unemployment amongst young 
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scientists in innovation laggard countries. The issue is whether ERA can help or whether it 

is rather reinforcing those effects? 

3. Results from the FundSys study 

Presentation Leonique Korlaar, Dialogic 

This study was conducted by Dialogic and empirica between February and April 2014 on 

behalf of the European Commission (DG R&I) and in support of the High Level Group that 

advises the Commissioner in charge of Research and Innovation. The objective of this 

study was to provide an overview of the variation in the competition-based allocation of 

public research funding (performance-based) and to assess the relation between 

competitive research funding and research performance. 

This small scale study took an earlier quantitative study on the efficiency of national RDI 

systems as a starting point (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences North-Western 

Switzerland & Dialogic, 2013). We have further elaborated the relationship between 

competition and research performance by a literature study, 8 country studies and a 

series of in-depth interviews with both research funders, research performers and other 

experts regarding research funding (n=13). Within the country studies we had a closer 

look into the research performance of the country, the research structure, the most 

important funding flows and the key institutions regarding public research funding. 

Within public funding of research one generally makes a distinction between two main 

funding mechanisms: institutional funding (block funding) and project-based funding. The 

ratio between institutional block funding and project funding is often used as a proxy for 

the degree of competition within a national research funding system: institutional funding 

being perceived as non competitive and project funding as competitive. However there 

are many subtypes possible. What the proxy essentially tries to capture is the nature of 

the contractual relationship between the research funder (the principal) and the 

researcher performer (the agent). Therefore, in this project a distinction between non- 

programmatic, programmatic and project-based funding is made. 

Several countries in the EU (and elsewhere in the world) have introduced reforms in their 

research funding systems during the last decade in order to make the research system 

more competitive. Rationales for national governments to introduce more competition in 

the system are often linked to ‘encouraging excellence’. This view is supported by many 

interview respondents. However, it was also said that competition is never a goal in itself. 

Some respondents also mention the possible negative effects of too much competition 

(demotivation of researchers due to low success rates or narrowing of research). In many 

cases the underlying assumption of introducing competitive funding is that there is a 

direct positive effect on research performance. When we look at available data, this 

relation seems not clear. There are different explanations for this: i) competitive funding 

is not fully captured by these funding indicators (e.g. also institutional funding can be 

competitive), ii) scientific performance is not fully captured by these performance 

indicators (bibliometric indicators might give a too narrow focus on performance) or iii) 

there is no relationship. 

The relation between (competitive) research funding and performance seems far more 

complex than a lower(ing) ratio of institutional block funding. Therefore this study 

produced a descriptive model, describing this more complex relation. This modelFundSys 

illustrated first of all that a research system consists of many layers (country, HEIs/PRO, 

faculty, research group and individual researchers). Competition may occur at all these 

levels. Second, research funding seems only be one of the variables possibly influencing 

performance (other factors being political system, language, educational system and the 

academic climate). Third, strategic behaviour of institutions and or individuals 

(“conduct”)is an important intermediating variable. 
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Discussion 

Funding mechanisms 

How can the recently emerging “research excellent initiatives” (see e.g. the OECD study 

published in 2014 on Promoting Research Excellence) be related to the presented 

distinction between non-programmatic, programmatic and project-based funding? In the 

OECD study the REIs are positioned between institutional core funding and project 

funding. It seems that they could be best positioned as “programmatic funding” in this 

study. 

Due to differences within countries it would be very useful to have a look into the 

institutional level – in addition to the macro-level presented in this study. For example, 

some institutions will rely more heavily on block funding than others; some institutions 

will perform much better than others. For example, in the Czech Republic there are huge 

differences between universities. This is important when it comes to policy 

recommendations. 

A shift towards more competition 

It is argued that in many countries the introduction of competition is associated with large 

reductions of research funding. The shift towards more competition is difficult to separate 

from this trend. Therefore, it would be interesting to have a closer look at the different 

countries to see if there are any traces of this. However, it was also argued that these 

cuts are mainly in the minds of researchers. 

The relation between competition and performance 

It would be useful to see if it is possible to use more timely data (e.g. STAN, STI 

Scoreboard 2013). In addition, the use of field normalised data (why is it useful?) and 

GBOARD (including data of the private sector) is questioned. In addition, it might be 

interesting to also have a look at different dependent variables, e.g. the visibility of 

research institutions. One should also be aware that effectiveness could mean something 

different for each country. It depends on what you are hoping to achieve – what is your 

goal? 

There is also a lot of discussion about the level of competition that is productive. Many 

workshop participants believed there can be too much competition, resulting in 

diminishing returns and effects of increasing competition that might be negative in the 

long run. Researchers can e.g. be demotivated by low success rates or they can avoid 

risky research etc. However, in the first case one could also ask the question whether or 

not there are maybe too many researchers, indicating a capacity problem and not a 

problem of too much competition. This means that the effects of competition are 

dynamic, while the model presented is more static. 

In current policy there is a trend toward evidence-based policy. In this case, the policy 

seems not-evidence based at all. Currently, available evidence does not allow to state 

that introducing performance-based funding has positive effects. Future research is 

needed, to clarify whether there is indeed no relation or whether current indicators are 

not capturing “competition” and “performance” sufficiently well. In France and Germany, 

for example, a lot of academic research is not done in universities. This is not properly 

captured in the data. There are also other caveats when using bibliometric indicators, 

which nowadays seem to be forgotten again. 

Structure-conduct-performance 

The presented model is useful to discuss the relation between research funding 

mechanisms and research performance. However, an important element missing is “path 

dependency”, meaning that your previous position is indicative of what you can 

accomplish; so history matters (“Matthews principle”). This recurrence is e.g. visible in 
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the participation of research institutes in the EU Framework Programme. In this case, it 

would also be interesting to have a look at the types of institutions (e.g. compliance to 

ERA seems to be linked with performance). 

Conduct is a very useful element in the model (not many studies have a focus on this). 

However, looking at strategic behaviour is also like opening up ‘Pandora’s Box’. At the 

institutional level e.g. academic leadership plays an important role (how to manage the 

strategic goals of the institution?). In addition, there are many more issues that play a 

role at the institutional level. Also the strategic behaviour of individuals is interesting. 

What type of mechanisms are there to affect decisions by individual researchers (not 

necessarily limited to the funding mechanism)? Other factors mentioned that might be 

important drivers are: promotion (as illustrated in Denmark where the promotion system 

changed dramatically twenty years ago with positive consequences), the amount of 

money available for researchers, and prestige. These drivers are probably much more 

dominant than funding mechanisms (see also the drivers of performance presented in the 

Science Europe Roadmap, December 2013). 

It could be interesting to do some more case studies in the future to have a more closer 

look at these other factors. Are there e.g. differences in the number of foreign employees 

or the number of co-publications). 

Policy implications 

Be careful with “copying” models from other countries, due to large differences between 

countries. In the US e.g. revenue streams of universities consist roughly of endowments 

(1/3), student fees (1/3) and contract research (1/3). This picture is very much different 

for the EU (massive amount of money in the US are coming from sources that are not 

even known in the EU). In addition, you also need to take the quality of institutions into 

account. 

One should also not only focus on funding policies but also on policy measures not-related 

to funding that could be helpful in enhancing research performance. 

3. Research funding and research performance: an overview 

Presentation Gunnar Sivertsen, Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and 

Education 

Gunnar Sivertsen’s main conclusions, presented at the beginning, are the following: 

 Research is international, but public block funding (PBF) is (necessarily) 

represented in a variety of national solutions that have been introduced for a 

variety of purposes. 

 The trend is towards more complex and composite PBF solutions – the countries are 

learning and adopting methodologies from each other. 

 PBF is effective even if introduced as a small share of the total funding. 

Transparency and the involvement of the institutions may be just as important 

 It is difficult to see a clear relation between PBF and national research performance. 

 It is difficult to identify “best practice” or overall positive or negative effects.  

As regards the role of peer review for PBF, in evaluations and project funding, 

bibliometrics may inform, but not replace peer review. The question is whether this is also 

true for performance-based funding of institutions. There are diverging opinions. While 

some say that “empirical evidence shows that for the natural and formal sciences, the 

bibliometric methodology is by far preferable to peer-review” (Abramo/D’Angelo 2011), 

others say that “peer review should be integrated with bibliometric indicators in national 

assessment exercises” (Franceschet/Costantini 2011). 
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As regards PBF and national research performance, Denmark offers an interesting case. 

There has been a rise towards high citation impact in Denmark since 1990. There are 

many possible explanations: Reorientation from strategic research towards academic 

excellence; balancing external funding with more floor funding; new external funding 

mechanisms to support excellence; more autonomy, stronger internal management, 

employed leaders; performance contracts; performance indicators; regeneration: increase 

in PhDs, increased overall funding; the health (research) system; large private funds; the 

bio industry plus biomedical industry; as well as an old and strong tradition for natural 

sciences and engineering. 

 

Discussion 

Assessment of institutions 

It would be good to assess institutions on the progress towards their own strategic goals. 

However, this is not easy. An example of a country in which this is done is Austria. In 

Austria the government uses the contract with HEIs as a possibility of influencing the 

focus of HEIs (e.g. on internationalisation). In the contract agreements are made based 

upon negotiations between the government and HEIs, resulting in a portfolio including 

performance indicators. After three years the progress is assessed. This might result in 

excluding existing indicators or adding new indicators etc. 

In addition, it would be good to assess institutions as “organisations”. What makes them 

good performing organisations? Who are you affecting with building in more competitive 

elements? Does competition lead to better performance? During the workshop it was 

argued that the most excellent researchers are probably not much affected by more 

competition (they will do as they always do). Probably it will affect those researchers with 

life-long employment and low performance, leading to an increase in volume of research 

output but not necessarily an increase in quality. The question should therefore be: how 

do we get better performing institutions? 

Evidence-based policy 

There seems to be no common learning area on this topic (so evidence-based policy is 

lacking). Ideas are picked up, but not systematically. However, there is some evidence on 

the positive effect of ERC-grants on universities; these grants are seen as desirable in 

reputational terms (‘prestigious’). 

Overall, more evidence-based policy is needed on this topic. Therefore, it would be 

interesting to also look at possible topics for future research (in addition to other (policy) 

recommendations that will be made in this report. 

4. Research funding policies: the case of the United Kingdom 

Presentation David Sweeney, HEFCE 

The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) is not a government body; it 

operates on behalf of the universities. It is the largest UK research funder and represents 

the largest research assessment system in the world. It has a selective system with 36 

Disciplinary Panels and looks at research environment as well as four outputs; now also 

impact. Peer review is the main method HEFCE applies, plus a little metrics. HEFCE can be 

considered the biggest driver of university behaviour in England. 

The key questions for enhancing the UK’s national funding system are the following: What 

are the research objectives? How do you understand “excellence”? How is “performance” 

used in research management decisions? Is it meaningful to talk of “performance-based 

funding” as a simple measure? Can any simple statistics capture the complexity of 

research funding decisions? 
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As regards national research objectives, the UK targets intellectual leadership in the 

development of new knowledge, implying optimal contribution to society from that new 

knowledge. Excellence in research is a multi-faceted targeted, requiring to codify 

excellence. Published outputs (of different kinds) are at the heart of quality assessment, 

and peer judgement is the main tool. A sophisticated quality system is developed on top 

of that. The assessments of the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE, 2001 to 2008), and 

Research Excellence Framework (REF, 2009 until 2013) are similar. Both use concepts of 

significance, originality and rigour, prioritising quality not quantity. 

Excellence has several dimensions: First, originality – prizes for coming first, plaudits for 

coming second, nothing for coming third. Second, rigour – excellence must be replicable, 

recorded, thorough, and deep. Third, significance. The framework can be constraining as 

well as enabling for research excellence. The system appears to work well for the 

development of new knowledge, while the adaptation for contributions to society is not 

yet proven but being tested. Fourth, impact – what is the reach, significance, and 

economic contribution? What is the correlation between traditional assessments of 

excellence and impact? 

David Sweeney has five key messages: The UK punches above its weight as a research 

nation. The UK research base is well-rounded and impactful. The UK is a focal point for 

collaboration and mobility. The UK exhibits strong cross-sector knowledge exchange. The 

UK research base shows potential vulnerability. Further reflections on the key messages 

include the following: Not all performance-based funding systems need to be project- 

based. The ratio of institutional block funding to project funding is not necessarily a 

measure of the degree of competition as institutional funding need not be non- 

competitive. “The most competitive systems should also be the most productive” is not a 

sensible proposition to test. Other criteria (outside the UK) for allocation of block funding 

may include proxies for performance – an under-developed point. Some of the data on 

which the key messages are based is very old. 

REF case studies had the following outcomes: Universities and academics are galvanised 

due to the importance of REF. REF carried out 6975 case studies, many of them focused 

on the long-term contribution of research to society. They are teasing out the way in 

which impact arises, and they are offering every discipline the opportunity to make its 

case in its own terms. There is a stunning opportunity to build multi-disciplinary work into 

an exercise based around disciplines – although you may be doing that better. An 

evaluation by Rand Europe is now underway. 

 

Discussion 

Assessing (social and economic) impact of research 

There is a lot of discussion about the best way of assessing impact. In the UK it is 

believed that predicting impact is impossible and that you need to assess impact on past 

performance. During the workshop the question was raised whether it is possible or not to 

do a retrospective study (with a control group based upon previous impact) based upon 

the case studies that will be published. And is it possible to relate impact to one piece of 

research (e.g. in physical science)? 

Performance-based assessment will at least raise awareness among HEIs about the 

importance of high impact research, but the question is if this method is also useful to 

fund research. Future evaluations have to show this – maybe we come to the conclusion 

in a few years that we cannot measure it. 

It was also questioned whether people accept the outcome of the assessment easily. Are 

the underlying reasoning and scores e.g. published online, in addition to the case study 

that will be published? In the UK the level of acceptance is high. Probably the outcomes of 



 The effectiveness of national research funding systems – final policy brief  

 

 60 

the REF will also show high correlations with output-outcome. So only in a few cases 

there may be some discussion. In addition, it was asked whether or not this kind of 

impact assessment (with a focusing on social impact as well) requires other expertise in 

the panels. It was argued that a mix of academics, research users and business people is 

needed. You need to have a good dialogue. 

Winners and losers? 

The question arose whether the assessment used in the UK is leading to big winners and 

losers or not. It was argued that the REA (now REF) has big reputational effects, but not 

per se budgetary consequences (the sums of money that shift are not enormous). 

5. Policy issues derived from the FundSys study 

Presentation Pim den Hertog, Dialogic 

Pim den Hertog presented six policy issues derived from the FundSys study: 

 The choice between institutional (“less competitive”) and project-based funding 

(“more competitive”) is too simplistic and might even be false. 

 There is no clear-cut direct relationship between type of research funding and 

research excellence. 

 Competition is built-in into the research system itself already, due to the nature of 

the contractual relationship between research funder and the performer. 

 There possibly is an optimal level of competitive funding. Too much competition 

might result in demotivatingly low success rates, narrowing research focus & risk 

aversion 

 Research performance goes beyond bibliometric indicators and is affected by more 

factors than research funding alone. 

 Pronounced strategic behaviour of both institutions and individual researchers are 

affecting the performance of the research system. 

From these policy issues, Pim den Hertog derived five questions for discussion: 

 How effective is competitive funding in supporting research excellence? 

 Do we need alternative indicators for assessing competition in research funding? 

 Can there be too much competition in a research system? 

 Are policies aimed at mobility and openness, human resource policies of HEIs and 

improving the quality of the research climate more effective to further research 

excellence and impact? 

 Do we need a broader notion of research excellence and impact than bibliometrics 

alone? (And do we need to allocate research funding accordingly?) 

 
Discussion 

Importance of competitive funding in supporting research excellence? 

It is important not to isolate competitive funding from other types of funding. It is not so 

much about finding the best funding mechanism but finding the right balance between 

funding mechanisms. By doing so it would also be good to take non public funding into 

account (there is also competitiveness in the distribution of private funds). In addition, it 

is also important to have a certain degree of stability in the right mix of (funding) 

instruments. Also realise that there the level and amount of funding plays an important 

role. 
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Be careful in using the terms as “competitive funding”, “project-based funding” and 

“performance-based funding”. Elements of competition can be built in at all types of 

funding, so not only project based funding. Similarly, performance-based funding is not 

only related to project based funding. Performance-based funding just indicated that you 

use previous results to allocate money for research. 

Alternative indicators for assessing competition 

First of all, one should realise that competition can occur at different levels (country, 

HEIs, research groups, individual researchers) and that the level of experienced 

competition may differ between these levels: e.g. non competitive funding mechanisms 

may be perceived competitive at the level of departments (due to competition between 

departments). This cannot be measured by regular indicators and the level of competition 

at the level of research groups or individual researchers remains hidden. 

Scepticisms about the current bibliometric indicators was shared by many respondents: 

new or better indicators would be helpful. At the moment many indicators are not suitable 

for cross-country comparison. It would be interesting to think about indicators that are 

both useful for governments and universities (e.g. for self-governance). Otherwise you 

are creating burdens. By putting R&I statistics closer to the government administration, 

statistics could be produced by the institutions themselves (of course the reliability of this 

self assessment needs to be checked). In addition, it should be check if new indicators are 

not already emerging (on e.g. Wikis). 

Some participants warned at the same time thinking that new indicators will solve the 

problem. Researchers will respond to these new indicators and adapt their behaviour. 

Can there be too much competition? 

Too much competition can lead to negative strategic behaviour (strategic behaviour can 

also be positive), like: changing publication strategies and game playing (see e.g. the 

study of L. Butler in 2003 about the increase share of ISI publications in Australia, in the 

OECD study 2010), narrowing of the research focus, demotivation. There are a lot of 

rumours about negative consequences, but these are not really evidence-based. There is 

a need for increased awareness of strategic behaviour. In addition, it is good to recognise 

symptoms of too much competition and “misconduct”. 

One should also think about the preconditions of making competition effective. Under 

which conditions does it work? Competition should never be a goal in itself. 

Non-funding policies 

In general, the participants agreed that non-funding policies are also really important in 

enhancing research excellence and impact – not per se more effective, but at least 

equally effective. Policies focusing on enhancing research performance should be a mix of 

both funding policies as well as other policies (e.g. policies related to HRM-policy, mobility 

and preventing misbehaviour). It is all about a systemic approach. 

Broader notion of research excellence 

The question whether we need a broader notion of research excellence and impact than 

bibliometrics alone suggests that this broader notion does not yet exist. However, almost 

all countries have a broader notion and many funding institutions do not solely rely on 

(biblio)metrics in the allocation of funding. However, this is not fully captured in available 

statistics for cross-country comparison. 

6. Conclusions 

Wrap-up by Luc Soete 

In his concluding remarks, Luc Soete pointed to the following important issues: 
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 Historical aspects (and path dependency) need to be considered when trying to 

enhance national research funding systems. 

 There are pronounced differences between national research funding systems in 

 Europe, but the reactions from the universities are rather similar. 

 European countries need good guidance for evidence-based policy on national 

 research funding systems. 

Closing remarks by Philippe Martin 

Philippe Martin stressed that there is no one-size-fits-all policy for national research 

funding systems in Europe. It is however not at all clear how good research funding 

policies should be designed. 
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Annex VI: Country Analysis 

In this annex the full country descriptions are presented, including some basis statistics 

about research performance, a description of the research structure and a description of 

the key research funding organisations and their main funding mechanisms.  

4 France 

In France a slight shift from contract mechanisms between the state and the research 

institution towards competitive project funding has occurred in recent years. The National 

Agency for Research and the French National Institute for Agricultural Research are 

important institutions regarding public research funding. 

4.1 Statistics about performance in France 

If we look at the research performance15 of France we see that it scores around the EU-

average (see Figure 8). This is also the case for the number of publications divided by 

researchers. Some recent initiatives, like giving more autonomy to universities and 

establishing the National Research Agency (ANR), aim at strengthening the quality of 

French research (Empirica, Dialogic & University of Applied Sciences Northwestern 

Switzerland, 2013a).  

Figure 8. Research performance France  
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15 The Average of Relative Citations (ARC) is the observed scientific impact of papers produced in a 

given country based on the number of citations received divided by the average citation count of 

the papers in a given subfield in a given period. This adjusts for different citation patterns and 

quantities of papers produced across fields and subfields. An ARC value above 1.0 demonstrates 

that a country’s papers are cited more frequently than the world average in this research area. 
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Source: DG Research and Innovation IUC Database (based on Science-Metrix) 

4.2 Research funding system in France 

Traditionally research funding in France was allocated by means of contract mechanisms 

between the state and the research institution. However, the last years there is a shift 

towards more competition, mainly due to: the establishment of the ANR in 2005 

(effecting the competition-based allocation of public research funding), the establishment 

of AERES in 2006 (the French evaluation agency for research and higher education), 

which evaluates RPOs (including institutions of higher education). In this section, we 

briefly describe the structure of research system en the most important funding flows. 

This description is mainly based upon information from the Erawatch website, 

complemented with additional new information when available.  

Structure of the research system 

The ministry of Higher Education and Research (Ministère de l'Enseignement supérieur et 

de la Recherche; MESR) is responsible for designing en coordinating the research policy of 

France. It is supported by diverse consultative bodies, of which the High Council for 

Science and Technology (HCST) is an important one. HCST advises and provides the 

Prime Minister with recommendations on national research and innovation strategies. The 

Ministry for Economy, Finance and Industry (Ministère de l'Économie et des Finances 

(MEF) is responsible for industrial research and energy research and is focusing more on 

research carried out by the private sector16.    

Important institutions in the research system are: 

 OSEO: providing businesses (in particular SMEs) with support for R&D and 

innovation projects; 

 The National Agency for Research (ANR): created in 2005 to fund basic research 

projects on a competitive basis; 

 The Agency for Environment and Energy Management (ADEME): created in 1991 to 

support and fund environment and energy research on a partnership basis; 

 Public research organisations: responsible for policy implementation, i.e. the 

National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS). 

Research performers 

The HEIs in France (162, which include 86 universities) are primarily responsible for 

performing research. In addition, there are several public research organisations (PROs) 

                                                

16 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/fr/organisation/organisation_mig_0002
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/fr/organisation/organisation_mig_0014
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/fr/organisation/organisation_mig_0020
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/fr/organisation/organisation_mig_0023
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in France working under supervision of one or several ministries. The most important PRO 

in France is the National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS). Other PROs are e.g.: the 

National Institute for Agronomic Research (INRA), the National Institute for Computer 

Science and Automation (INRIA), the National Institute for Health and Medical Research 

(INSERM), and the Atomic Energy Commission (CEA) 17 . The figure below gives an 

overview of the structure of the French research system. 

Figure 9. Overview of the French Research and Innovation system  

 

Source: Website MESR, retrieved March 2014 

 

Currently, new reforms of the French research and education (following the reforms of 

French Universities initiated by Nicolas Sarkozy in 2007, including the reinforcement of 

the power of the universities) are introduced. These reforms are based upon the results of 

a large consultation of the higher education research community in the summer of 2012, 

under the leadership of Françoise Barré-Sinoussi. This consultation showed, amongst 

other results, that the previous reforms had created too many superstructures (such as 

funding organisations, cooperation structures etc.) and that researchers had to spend too 

much time on non-research tasks (Berger, 2012). Based upon these outcomes, the 

French Government drafted a new law, which was voted on at the 26th of June 2013. This 

law is in line with the trend towards a greater autonomy for universities. Important 

elements of this law are: 

 

 The establishment of a national research strategy, in line with the European Horizon 

2020 agenda (‘France Europe 2020 – un Agenda Stratégique pour la recherché, le 

transfert et l’innovation)18; 

                                                

17 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

18 MESR (2013). France Europe 2020 – A strategic Agenda 
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 The introduction of 30 communities of universities and research establishments in 

order to harmonise higher education and research within a region. In addition, 

there will be 5 national Thematic Research Alliances, responsible for carrying out 

preliminary research and propose roadmaps of the basis of the major strategic lines 

of the national research strategy; 

 The creation of a Strategic Academic Research Council, involving high-level 

scientists and experts from France and abroad, replacing the High Council of 

Science and Technology (as created in 2006) and the Higher council for Research 

and Technology; 

 The establishment of an interministerial Steering Committee, involving academic 

and industrial research members and members of Parliament, and in charge of 

developing and implementing the strategic research agenda;  

 Changing the evaluation agency into an evaluation authority. 

Besides proponents, there are also many stakeholders who have critique on these latest 

reforms. Academic staff and researchers’ trade unions are e.g. critical on the level of 

democracy in the management of universities, the high level of power transferred to the 

regional communities of universities (which are seen as less democratic) and the 

emphasis on innovation at the expense of basis research. In addition, they fear that a 

large share of the financing will need to come from project-based funding instead of the 

more stable funding sources. They are also sceptical of the shift towards more autonomy, 

while they fear that this might lead to less funding from the government. In addition, 

research performing organisations (like ANR) are quite sceptical while they foresee a 

possible weakening of their position under this new law due to the university-centered 

policy focus (Eurocientist, 2013). 

Funding flows 

The table below gives an overview of the different funding flows in France. It shows that  

for HEIs public research funding is the main source of public funding. 

Table 2. Overview R&D funding streams for France in 2010. In million euros. 
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Source: OECD 

Over the years funding of Higher Education and Research has become a top priority of the 

French government. Between 2007-2012 the budget has increased with €9.4b and in 

2012 a €214m increase in budget and tax funding has been dedicated to the support of 

public research, including €49m for PROs. 

Within the share of public research funding, the share of block funding has slightly 

decreased over the years: from 81% (in 2000) to 74% of funding of universities and the 

CNRS and 78% of other PROs in 2011. Funding on a project-bases has become more 

important over the years. The National Agency for Research (ANR) has been a central 

player in this transformation19. 

                                                

19 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
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However, in France competition-based allocation of public research funding accounts for 

only a minute portion of MIRES (French acronym for “Interministerial R&D scheme”) 

spending, having been reduced from 3.5 percent to 2 percent of the MIRES – an entity 

that accounts for virtually all of government financed non-military research funding in 

France. The MIRES, which encompasses all envisaged funding for research and higher 

education, is composed of ten programmes, including those devoted to higher education 

and student life. As for research, the MIRES notably encompasses recurring financing that 

is allocated to research entities.  

4.3 Allocation methods of funding in France 

Public research is mainly funded through four-year contracts, which are the means to 

allocate block grants. These contracts are established every four years between the State 

and the Universities (sometimes also with a third partner, like the CNRS). However, the 

last few years there is a slight shift towards more competitive funding. 

4.4 Key institutions in France 

Two important institutions regarding public research funding (besides the ministry of 

Higher Education and Research) are the National Agency for Research (ANR) established 

by the French government in 2005 and the French National Institute for Agricultural 

Research. In the sections below we will describe these institutions in more detail. 

 

4.4.1 National Agency for Research (ANR) 

The French National Research Agency is a public organisation established by the French 

government in 2005 to fund research programmes and projects and is placed under the 

authority of the Ministry of Higher Education and Research. The ANR was created in order 

to be the main organisation funding research on a competitive basis, both for public 

institution and private-public partnerships. 

Mission and structure institution 

The mission of the Agency is, according to its website, to “foster the dynamics of the 

French research and innovation system through new ways of funding. The Agency focuses 

on helping the emergence of new concepts, on social and economic priorities, on fostering 

public-private and international partnerships”. 

The Agency is headed by a Director General, who acts under the supervision of the 

Governing Board (12 members). The role of the Governing Board is to define the general 

frame of the agency’s operations. In addition ANR is organised in 6 scientific departments 

(Biology & Health, Environment & Biological Resources, Sustainable Energy, Information & 

Communication Sciences & Technology, Engineering Process & Security en Social Sciences 

& Humanities), each with a Head of Department and a number of Programme Directors 

and Project Managers. 

Activities 

The main activity of the agency is to promote and finance public research and research in 

partnership between public and private partners. ANR funds are available in all scientific 

fields, for both fundamental and industrial research. ANRs general goal is to fund 

excellent research, while also facilitating innovation and interdisciplinary work and 

developing European and International collaboration. 

Since 2010, ANR has also been the principal operator of the Investments for the Future 

programme in the field of higher education and research (covering 21 billion euro). In this 

role it ensures the selection, funding and monitoring of projects relating to the centres of 
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excellence, health, biotechnologies, and the transfer of technology and the creation of 

value from research20. 

The ANR 2014 Work programme describes the different activities of ANR as well as the 

main methods of intervention. The ANR 2014 Work Programme, adopted on 26 July 2013 

by its Governing Board, comes under the framework fixed by the "France Europe 2020" 

Strategic Agenda presented by the Minister for Higher Education and Research. The ANR’s 

Work programme comprises four interlocking components, each with its own budget and 

governance: 

 Major societal challenges 

 At the frontiers of research 

 Building the European Research Area and France’s international attractiveness 

 Economic impact of research and competitiveness 

Financing of research 

The ANR mainly funds research projects through competitive calls around selected 

priorities. These funding priorities are identified on the basis of a consultation of the 

entire scientific community: HEIs, PROs, Alliances as well as the private sector. 

The ANR’s Work programme 2014 has now supplanted the ANR’s former programmes that 

were categorised as thematic and non-thematic programmes (blue sky research). The 

Work programme targets major societal issues via a mix of programmatic and non-

programmatic funding. The Aux frontières de la recherche (“At the frontiers of research”) 

component is a completely non-programmatic (blue sky research) element that grants 

researchers complete freedom to define their research themes and topics. 

Single Generic Call for proposals 

A large part of the 2014 framework programme (see also above) is treated as a single 

generic call for proposals. As a consequence the number of calls for proposals is 

significantly reduced and the funding offer is made clearer. A range of funding 

instruments (collaborative projects, public private partnerships, young researchers, 

research networks, etc.) is offered to the researchers, depending on their scientific goals 

and their needs. 

In the context of the Work Programme 2014, ANR launched a generic call at the end of 

July 2013 (closing on October 25th). ANR received 8,471 pre-proposals including 8,444 

eligible proposals. Peer review of projects is in progress. The funding instruments are 

targeted at three ‘levels’. Within these categories of funding, several funding instruments 

can be identified. See the next table. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

20 Information retrieved from: http://www.agence-nationale-recherche.fr 
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Table 3. Funding instruments ANR 

Category Funding instrument 
Target Purpose Funding 

level 

Duration 

Cooperative 

research 

Collaborative projects More than two 

research bodies  

Achieve results  through  

the pooling of  the  skills  

and  resources  of  

different research  teams 

€100 to 
500 k  

24 to 48 

months 

Public-private 

partnership 

collaborative projects 

At least one 

research body 

partner and at least 

one enterprise 

Jointly  achieve  research  

results  that  will  be  

advantageous  to  both  

parties 

€200 to 

800 k 

24 to 48 

months 

International projects At least one French 

research 

organisation and 

one foreign partner 

Promote collaborative 

research across Europe 

and  

with  other partner 

countries 

€100 to 

800 k 

24 to 48 

months 

Challenge 

competitions 

A number of  competitions  linked to the societal challenges will be 

initiated in 2014.  The competition  subject area, the possible approaches 

and competition procedures will  be the subject of specific calls for 

proposals.  

Individuals Young Researchers  Young French 

researchers (PhD < 

10 years) 

Prepare  a  new  

generation  of  talented  

young  researchers 

€100 to 

400 k 

24 to 48 

months 

Hosting high level 

researchers  

A single research 

organisation 

partner 

Bolster the international  

attractiveness of  

the  French  research  

system 

€150 to 

900 k 

36 to 48 

months 

Kick-starts Research Networks A single funded 

partner of the 

research 

organisation type, 

broad partnership 

Strengthening  of  

France's  scientific  

leadership in terms of 

coordination of 

international projects 

€50 k 

(approx.) 

12 to 24 

months 

Source: ANR (2013), website ANR 

 

4.4.2 French National Institute for Agricultural Research 

The French National Institute for Agricultural Research (INRA) produces scientific 

knowledge for economic and social innovation in the areas of food, agriculture, and the 

environment. The institute is leading in Europe and it is the second largest public research 

institute in France. 

Mission and structure institution 

On the INRA website the following mission is stated: “To combine scientific excellence and 

the social objectives of research”. This is further divided into submissions: 

 To produce and disseminate scientific knowledge 

 To develop innovations and know-how for the benefit of society 

 Through its expertise, to inform decision-making by public and private sector 

players 

 To develop scientific and technical culture and participate in the science/society 

debate 

 To contribute to training in and through research 

The institute can be described as a decentralised system working closely with other 

institutions. Next to a management board and support directorates, there are thirteen 

research divisions: Nutrition, Chemical Food Safety and Consumer Behaviour; Plant 

Breeding and Biology; Science and Process Engineering of Agricultural Products; Forest, 
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Grassland and Freshwater Ecology; Environment and Agronomy; Animal Genetics; Applied 

Mathematics and Informatics; Microbiology and the Food Chain; Animal Physiology and 

Livestock Systems; Animal Health; Plant Health and Environment; Science for Action and 

Sustainable Development; Social Sciences, Agriculture and Food, Rural Development and 

Environment. In addition, INRA has seventeen regional centres. INRA has two parent 

organisations, which are the Ministry of Higher Education and Research and the Ministry 

of Agriculture and Fishing. 

Activities 

On the Erawatch country page, INRA is described as both a research funder and a 

research performer. Scientists are directly hired by INRA to work in its laboratories. 

Consequently, funds are not distributed as grants per se, but as jobs. Researchers of all 

nationalities are recruited through a competitive process to select highly-qualified 

candidates. They are tenured from the start and in their work they develop effective 

applications useful to society today. Once they work for INRA, regular peer evaluations 

will take place.  

INRAs budget in 2010 was €813 million. The organisation focuses its research on both 

socio-economic and scientific targets. This implies a multicriterion approach to evaluation, 

which is not restricted to scientific publications for an international audience. Individual 

researchers, research units and research divisions are all subject to regular appraisals.21 

                                                

21 Information retrieved from http://www.inra.fr/en 
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5 United Kingdom (UK) 

The UK was one of the first countries with a performance-based research funding system. 

The two main streams of public funding are institutional block funding through funding 

institutions and project grants from the research councils. The block funding amounts are 

fixed according to a rating system to assess the quality of research. 

5.1 Statistics about performance in the UK 

The Average of Relative Citations (ARC) is the observed scientific impact of papers 

produced in a given country based on the number of citations received divided by the 

average citation count of the papers in a given subfield in a given period. This adjusts for 

different citation patterns and quantities of papers produced across fields and subfields. 

An ARC value above 1.0 demonstrates that a country’s papers are cited more frequently 

than the world average in this research area. If we look at the UK we see that it is 

performing quite well in relation to other EU countries, also in terms of the number of 

publications (see Figure 10). 

Figure 10: Research performance UK 
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Source: DG Research and Innovation IUC Database (based on Science-Metrix) 

5.2 Research funding system in the UK 

The intensity of Higher Education R&D (HERD) is relatively high for the UK (almost 0.5% 

in 2010). The government accounts for the majority (71% in 2010) of the funding for 

HERD. This funding increased in the last years, primarily driven by an increase in public 

funding (total public funding nearly doubled in the period 2000-2010 to £4.7 billion), 
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through the Research Councils and Higher Education Funding Councils (Empirica, 

University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). 

However, there is also an increased drive in the UK towards to stimulate a larger share of 

private sources in the total budget of universities. Measures include student fees (e.g. 

principle of the user pays), contract research for industry, grants and donations from 

private foundations and sale of licences or products (Empirica, University of Applied 

Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). 

Structure of the research system 

The UK research system is largely centralised, although regional autonomy for innovation 

policy has been increased in recent years. A central actor in the research systems is the 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS). It plays the lead executive role in 

research issues, and is the major provider of research funds for the public sector (see also 

the section about funding flows below). In addition, the BIS is the home of the 

Government Office for Science (GO-Science), headed by the Government's Chief Scientific 

Adviser (CSA) and taking an oversight role regarding science in the UK.  

The CSA chairs the Council for Science and Technology (an important policy advisory 

group re-launched in 2004, providing advice to the Prime Minister and senior ministers on 

strategic policies), which in turn draws on policy advice from a range of bodies both within 

and outside the Government structure, including dedicated committees in both the upper 

and lower houses of Parliament.  

The Strategy Board (TSB) is an executive non-departmental body within the BIS, 

responsible for supporting businesses and international activities (involvement in Eureka, 

Eurostars, EU Framework Programme).  

Finally, the Research Councils (seven in total) play an important role in the research 

system. Since 2002 they are united in a strategic partnership: Research Councils UK 

(RCUK), in order to increase overall impact and effectiveness of their activities. They are 

responsible for providing project funding to the different research performers.  See the 

figure below for an overview of the research and innovation system of the UK (Erawatch, 

2014)22. 

                                                

22 Erawatch country page 
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Figure 11: Research and Innovation system of the UK 

 

Source: ERAWATCH Analytical Country Report 2012: United Kingdom 

Research performers 

There are three main groups of research performers: 

 As of August 2012, the UK counts 165 HEIs (of which 115 universities, including 

federal universities such as those of London and Wales, which are counted as a 

single entity).  

 Regarding the public laboratories one can see a shift towards privatisation. As a 

result, many prior government laboratories (such as the National Physical 

Laboratory), now reside either partly or wholly in the private sector. However, there 

are still several government departments in the UK that perform research activities 

by means of several government agencies: the department for Business, Innovation 

and Skills (e.g. National Measurement Office, UK Space Agency), the department 

for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (e.g. Animal Health and Veterinary 

Laboratories Agency, Food and Environment Research Agency), department of 
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Health (e.g. Public Health England) and the ministry of Defence (e.g. Defence 

Science and Technology Laboratory)23. 

 A third group consists of UK businesses. However, the R&D business expenditures 

seem quite low regarding international standards, even after adjusting for 

structural differences between countries. In addition, the expenditures are 

concentrated by a few larger companies (Hughes & Mina, 2012). There are also 

several public-private Research and Technology Organisations (RTOs), established 

in order to perform research that is too long-term to be done by most 

organisations. The number of RTOs has been increasing due to the establishment of 

independent contract research organisations, many of which belong to the umbrella 

Association of Independent Research and Technology (AIRTO) and the privatisation 

of several Public Sector Research Establishments (PSREs, see also above). 

Funding flows 

The UK funding system is described as a ‘dual’ system. The two main streams of public 

funding in the UK are institutional block funding and project grants from the research 

councils. In addition, the Technology Strategy Board (an executive non-departmental 

public body) has a budget to support primarily business but including partnership with 

public sector research bodies (including via the research councils) (JOREP, 2011). The 

figure below gives an overview of the different funding flows. 

Table 4: Overview R&D funding streams for UK, 2011. In million pound sterling (GBP)24 
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Source: OECD 

Institutional funding 

The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) is the major provider of 

research funds for the public sector, through the Higher Education Funding Council 

England (see also the table below). 

Table 5: Institutional funding for HEIs (block grants) by source, 2008-2009 

Origin of funds Funding body 
Block grants for 
research (€000s) 

Department for Business 
Innovation and Skills (BIS) 

Higher Education Funding Council 
England (HEFCE) 

~€1,670,000 

Scottish Executive Scottish Funding Council (SFC) ~€255,000 

Welsh Assembly Higher Education Funding Council for 
Wales (HEFCW) 

~€88,250 

Department for Employment and 
Learning, Northern Ireland (DEL) 

n.a. (directly allocated by dept.) ~€58,500 

Total UK  ~€2,064,000 

Source: JOREP (2011) 

                                                

23 See for a more detailed overview the Erawatch country page 

24 Currently the exchange rate is 1 GBP= 1.21 euro (April 11). 
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General funding for public research outside universities 

The Research Councils also supports several Independent Research Organisations (IROs) 

and various institutes/facilities. In addition there are various bodies in the UK (e.g. Royal 

Society, Royal Academy of Engineering, British Academy) providing small amounts of 

funding for e.g. scholarships. Moreover, the Public Sector Research Establishments 

(PSREs) get funding from the Science Budget Allocation. 

Project funding 

Project funding is provided via the seven different Research Councils and via the EU 

Framework Programme (see the table below). The seven UK Research Councils have a 

combined budget of around €3b annually for the period 2010-2015, most of which they 

receive from the Government's Science Budget channelled through BIS.  

5.3 Allocation methods of funding in the UK 

The block funding amounts are fixed according to a rating system to assess the quality of 

research. In 1986 the UK introduced the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in order to 

measure the quality of research conducted by universities in the UK. Many countries have 

followed and introduced similar performance-based research funding systems. However, 

there is also critique. It is for example suggested that the RAE has had a negative impact 

on the UK higher education system (University and College Union, 2008). Furthermore it 

has been criticized for leading research away from application and socio-economic impact 

(Barker, 2007; Geuna & Martin, 2003). 

The Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) is the UK bench-marking exercise to measure 

the quality of research conducted by universities across the UK. As experience with PRFSs 

has grown an in-depth tradition of analysis and discussion has developed, particularly in 

the UK, where the system is directly tied to resource allocation. The RAE results are 

converted by the media into league tables for ranking the quality of subject areas and 

universities. 

In 2014 the RAE will be replaced by the  new Research Excellence Framework (REF); of 

which the policy objective is to produce quality profiles for each submission of research 

activity made by higher education. It has the intention of blending a lighter touch peer 

review with bibliometric indicators where these are appropriate. It will also include, for 

the first time, an assessment of the impact that excellent research has made on the 

economy and society (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland 

and Dialogic, 2013). 

5.4 Key institutions in the UK 

As described above, key institutions regarding public research funding are the Higher 

Education Funding Council for England and the seven Research Councils (collaborating 

together within the strategic partnership Research Councils UK). In the following sections 

we will describe these institutions in more detail. 

 

5.4.1 Research Councils UK  

The Research Councils are responsible for supporting R&D and research training both in 

higher education institutions and their own institutions. Overall coordination of research 

council policy is the responsibility of Research Councils UK (RCUK). 

http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/gb/organisation/organisation_mig_0011
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Mission and structure institution 

Via the ERAWATCH website we retrieved (March 2014) a description of the mission of the 

different Research Councils: 

 Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC): i) support and promote high-

quality and innovative research in the arts and humanities, ii) support, through 

programmes in the arts and humanities, the development of skilled people for 

academic, professional and other employment, iii) promote awareness of the 

importance of arts and humanities research and its role in understanding ourselves, 

our society, our past and our future, and the world in which we live, iv) ensure that 

the knowledge and understanding generated by arts and humanities research is 

widely disseminated for the economic, social and cultural benefit of the UK and 

beyond and v) contribute to the shaping of national policy in relation to the arts and 

humanities. 

 Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC): i) To 

promote and support, by any means, high-quality basic, strategic and applied 

research and related post-graduate training relating to the understanding and 

exploitation of biological systems and ii) to advance knowledge and technology 

(including the promotion and support of the exploitation of research outcomes), and 

provide trained scientists and engineers, which meet the needs of users and 

beneficiaries (including the agriculture, bio processing, chemical, food, healthcare, 

pharmaceutical and other biotechnological related industries), thereby contributing 

to the economic competitiveness of the United Kingdom and the quality of life. 

 Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC): i) to promote and support, by 

any means, high-quality basic, strategic and applied research and related 

postgraduate training in the social sciences, ii) to advance knowledge and provide 

trained social scientists who meet the needs of users and beneficiaries, thereby 

contributing to the economic competitiveness of the UK, the effectiveness of public 

services and policy, and the quality of life and iii) to provide advice on, and 

disseminate, knowledge; and promote public understanding of the social sciences. 

 Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC): Promote and 

support, by any means, high quality basic, strategic and applied research and 

related postgraduate training in engineering and the physical sciences. 

Advance knowledge and technology (including the promotion and support of the 

exploitation of research outcomes), and provide trained scientists and engineers, 

which meet the needs of users and beneficiaries (including the chemical, 

communications, construction, electrical, electronic, energy, engineering, 

information technology, pharmaceutical, process and other industries), thereby 

contributing to the economic competitiveness of the UK and the quality of life. 

 Medical Research Council (MRC): i) encourage and support research to improve 

human health, ii) produce skilled researchers and iii) advance and disseminate 

knowledge and technology to improve the quality of life and economic 

competitiveness of the UK.  

 Natural Environment Research Council (NERC): to gather and apply 

knowledge, create understanding and predict the behaviour of the natural 

environment and its resources, and communicate all aspects of the work. 

 Science and Technology Facilities Council (STFC): i) promote and support 

high-quality scientific and engineering research by developing and providing, by 

any means, facilities and technical expertise in support of basic strategic and 

applied research programmes funded by persons established in the United Kingdom 

and elsewhere, ii) promote and support, by any means, high-quality basic, strategic 

http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/gb/organisation/organisation_mig_0017
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/gb/organisation/organisation_mig_0006
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/gb/organisation/organisation_mig_0022
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/gb/organisation/organisation_mig_0016
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/gb/organisation/organisation_mig_0007
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/gb/organisation/organisation_mig_0008
http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/erawatch/opencms/information/country_pages/gb/organisation/organisation_mig_0004
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and applied research and related post-graduate training in astronomy, particle 

physics, space science and nuclear physics and research in any other field which 

makes use of scientific facilities where access is provided, arranged or otherwise 

made available by the Council, having regard to the objects of the other research 

councils and iii) promote and support the advancement of knowledge and 

technology (including the promotion and support of the exploitation of research 

outcomes) and to provide trained scientists and engineers, and thereby to 

contribute to the economic competitiveness of the United Kingdom and the quality 

of life of its people, meeting the needs of users and beneficiaries. 

Activities 

They provide research grants for both programmes, projects and research centres. In 

addition, some of the councils maintain their own research facilities in the UK and abroad 

for university researchers. In total there are seven Research Councils in the UK. In the 

table below we shortly summarise the main activities of each Research Council. 

Table 6: Main activities of the Research Councils  

Research Council Responsibility Main activity 

Arts & Humanities Research 
Council (AHRC) 

Research funder AHRC funds both research and postgraduate 
studies. It also supports research within 
several subject domains, it provides 
research and training activities through 
programmes and on behalf of the HEFC it 
provides funding for museums, galleries and 
collections based in or attached to HEIs. 

Biotechnology and 
Biological Sciences 
Research Council (BBSRC) 

Research funder BBSRC funds basic and strategic biological 
research, it supports research and research 
training, it sponsors institutes and BBSRC 
promotes knowledge transfer from research 
applications in business, industry and policy 
and public engagement in the biosciences. 

Economic and Social 
Research Council (ESRC) 

Research funder The ESRC is involved in Economic and Social 
Research (priorities can be found in the 
Strategic plan 2005-2015). 

Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council 
(EPSRC) 

Research funder Supporting research and training. 

Medical Research Council 
(MRC) 

Research funder, 
Research performer, 
research policy 
advisory body 

The MRC provides funding for medical 
research programmes and infrastructure, 
and invests in training and employment 
both in universities and in own research 
centres. 

Natural Environment 
Research Council (NERC) 

Research funder, 
research performer 

NERC carries out and manages surveys, 
training and knowledge transfer within the 
environmental sciences. 

Science and Technology 
Facilities Council (STFC) 

Research funder, 
research performer, 
intermediary 

STFC funds researchers in universities 
directly through grants, it provides access to 
world-class facilities (e.g. ISIS), it provides 
scientific and technical expertise and it 
provides access to facilities overseas.  

Source: Erawatch website, retrieved March 2014 

Financing of research 

The UK Research councils employ two main modes of project funding: 

 Research programmes: these programmes are directed towards a specific topic. 

Researchers can apply to specific calls, initiatives or solicited competitions. In these 

directed programmes collaboration is often encouraged along with co-funding. 
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 Responsive mode: Researchers can apply to ‘open calls’ where proposals are 

accepted at any time. Collaboration is less prominent here. 

The table below gives an overview of the different modes of funding for the seven 

Research Councils. 

Table 7: Project funding via the different Research Councils, 2011 

Research Council 
Project funding 
(€000s) 

Modes of funding 

Arts & Humanities Research 
Council (AHRC) 

~€120,000  Open calls - supporting research projects and 
relevant activities (seminars, workshops etc.) 

 Strategic initiatives - addressing issues of wider 
intellectual, cultural or socio-economic nature 
related to the Arts and Humanities that the 
Council considers of interest. 

 workshop series 
 Fellowships 

Biotechnology and Biological 
Sciences Research Council 
(BBSRC) 

~€445,000  Research grants (responsive mode + strategic 
priorities/special opportunities) 

 Capital Grants  
 Postgraduate Awards 
 Studentships & Fellowships 

Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council 
(EPSRC) 

~€872,000  Research grants (open calls+ strategic 
priorities/special opportunities) 

 Postgraduate Awards 
 Research Fellowships 
 Support of Centres in partnership with 

universities in areas of strategic importance 

Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC) 

~€177,000  Grand system of small grants (up to £100,000) 
 Grand scheme (>£100,000) 
 Research Fellowships + Studentship grants   

Medical Research Council 
(MRC) 

~€584,000  Research Grants 
 Career awards to scientists 
 Funding Research Centres 

Natural Environment Research 
Council (NERC) 

~€335,000  Funding of Research Centres  
 Training post-graduates 
 Fellowships 

Science and Technology 
Facilities Council (STFC) 

~€421,000  Research Grants: strategic areas 
 Research Fellowships + Studentships  

Total UK €2,954,000  

Source: Website Erawatch, retrieved March 2014 

 

Since the EPSRC is the biggest research council, an example scheme of this council is 

elaborated below. 

 

Example: Research base funding (EPSRC) 

Within the research base scheme researchers can apply any time, in any area of the council’s remit 

and for any amount and length of funding. After a proposal is received, it is checked for completion. 

It then is registered and assigned to the most appropriate programme. The main criterion for 

assessing proposals is research quality as determined by independent peer review. If there is 

sufficient support, the proposal will be considered in competition with others at a prioritisation 

panel. 

In 2012/13 EPSRC considered 2,931 research grant proposals and provided funding for 995, giving 

a funding rate of 34%. 

Source: EPSRC (2013), website EPSRC 
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5.4.2 Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 

HEFCE is responsible for distributing public money for higher education to universities and 

colleges in England in order to promote high quality and cost-effective education and 

research. They do not provide grants or loans to individuals students. In this paragraph 

we will have a closer look at the activities and funding mechanisms. 

Mission and structure institution 

The Mission statement of the HEFCE reads: ”working in partnership, we promote and fund 

high-quality, cost-effective teaching and research, meeting the diverse needs of students, 

the economy and society”25. 

This mission is translated into four core strategic aims26: 

 Enhancing excellence in learning and teaching 

 Widening participation and fair access 

 Enhancing excellence in research 

 Enhancing the contribution of higher education to the economy and society 

In addition, two cross-cutting aims are: 

 Sustaining a high quality higher education sector 

 Enabling excellence to ensure the HEFCE can effectively deliver the strategic plan 

Organisation structure 

The HEFC is directed by the HEFCE Board, which is responsible for the strategic direction 

of the organisation. The Board consists of a Chair, a Chief Executive, 12 members, an 

assessor and 5 observers (including a student representative). This Board is supported by 

standing committees (comprising senior HEFCE staff and external experts) and working 

groups. The day to day operations are in hands of three HEFCE’s institutional teams 

(London and East Institutional Team, Midlands and South Institutional Team and North 

Institutional Team); acting as the main interface between HEFCE and universities and 

colleges. In addition, there are several policy teams (responsible for developing higher 

education policy), an Assurance Team and the Analytical Service Group (responsible for 

modelling, calculating and monitoring funding and student number allocations and 

targets). Finally, the HEFCE has supporting staff, including administration, finance, 

procurement and communications27. 

Activities 

At the end of each year the HEFCE is told by the government (by means of a ‘grant 

letter’) how much money they have to allocate to institutions. In March the HEFCE 

announces the (initial) grants for the following academic year to each university and 

college that they fund. A year after the initial announcement the allocations will be 

adjusted (March 2014) and finalised in 2015, based upon final student data. For the 

period 2013-2014 the HEFCE will allocate £4.47 billion to universities and colleges. The 

figure below gives an overview of the different funding purposes. 

                                                

25 Erawatch country page, retrieved March 2014 

26 Erawatch country page, retrieved March 2014 

27 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/ 
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Figure 12: Funding allocations by HEFCE for 2013-2014 (in £ millions) 

 

Source: HEFCE website, retrieved March 2014 

The funding is allocated in two ways: as annual block grants (‘recurrent funding’) and as 

funding for special purposes outside the mainstream block grants (‘non-recurrent 

funding’). Block grants (‘calculated by formula) account for the largest part of the funding 

by HEFCE. These block grants comprises money for learning and teaching, research and 

the work between HE, business and the community. 

The non-recurrent special funding can be used for capital projects, other development 

initiatives (e.g. matched funding scheme for voluntary giving or support for national 

facilities)28. 

Financing of research 

HEFCE is the largest single source of research funding for universities in the UK. Research 

funding by HEFCE is maintained in cash terms. The majority of the funding is selectively 

provided, focusing on world-leading and internationally excellent activity (taken into 

account the volume and relative costs of research in different areas): the amount of 

(block) funding for each institution is based upon the Research Assessment Exercise 

quality profiles (2008). In this case we are talking about the mainstream quality-related 

research funding (mainstream QR grants). See also the website of HEFCE for a more 

detailed overview of the calculations. 

The table below gives an overview of the different funding elements in research funding of 

HEFCE. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

28 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/ 
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Table 8: Funding elements of Research Funding HEFCE 

Funding element Purpose Total Budget (in 
£ millions, 
2012-2013) 

Assessment Criteria 

Mainstream QR grant 
Stimulating good quality 
research 

£1,018 

Quality of research (Research 
Assessment Exercise), the volume of 
research (research-active staff 
numbers), relative costs.  

London weighting on 
mainstream QR 

Compensating costs 
inner London HEIs 

£32 Location, number of VTEs 

Research degree 
programme (RDP) 
supervision fund 

Help universities and 
colleges meet the costs 
of supervising research 
degree programmes 

£240 
Quality of the department, student 
numbers 

Charity support 
element 

Supporting research 
carried out on behalf of 
charities 

£198 

The sum is allocated in relation to 
the proportion of income received 
from charities (awarded through 
peer review and open competition) 

Business research 
element 

Support research carried 
out with business and 
industry 

£64 

 
The sum is allocated in proportion to 
their qualifying income from 
industry, commerce and public 
cooperation (reported in HESA 
Finance Statistics Return) 

Research libraries 

Contribute to the 
additional costs incurred 
by libraries in providing a 
service to the UK HE 
sector 

£6  

Source: Website HEFCE, retrieved March 2014 

 

An evaluation of the impact of block grant funding (HEFCE, 2009) points out that QR 

funding allows universities the freedom to support the research areas that are most 

important to them (e.g. investing in strategic priorities, high-risk research, partnerships). 

Also, the block grant approach gives universities themselves the choice of how to spent 

the funding.  In that way research subjects and research groups that did not get project 

funding were maintained. The QR funding could be invested in top-quality facilities and 

staff. Lastly, it allows universities to support student and researcher development. 
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Germany 

In recent years there have been several attempts to strengthen the science base in the 

public (and private) sectors. Funding levels for university research have been increased 

(through the German research foundation and the Federal Ministry for Education and 

Research), with some evidence for a shift from institutional to more competitive funding. 

5.5 Statistics about performance in Germany 

Germany has a strong science base, with high public-sector spending on research, highly-

rated universities and research publication outputs. The figures below give an overview of 

the German performance based upon the average of the relative citations (ARC)29 and the 

number of publications produced. Interesting is that Germany score around the EU 

average. 

Figure 13: Research performance Germany 
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Source: DG Research and Innovation IUC Database (based on Science-Metrix) 

The OECD (2012) emphasizes the long-term stability of the German science and 

technology and innovation strategy priorities over the past decades. A large portfolio of 

funding instruments for research and development projects is available, focusing on 

scientific excellence (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland 

and Dialogic, 2013). 

                                                

29 The Average of Relative Citations (ARC) is the observed scientific impact of papers produced in a 

given country based on the number of citations received divided by the average citation count of 

the papers in a given subfield in a given period. This adjusts for different citation patterns and 

quantities of papers produced across fields and subfields. An ARC value above 1.0 demonstrates 

that a country’s papers are cited more frequently than the world average in this research area 
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5.6 Research funding system in Germany 

Due to Germany’s federal structure, research funding is shared between the federal level 

and the Länder (states) level: the Länder provide 45% of the overall public budget for 

R&D (including universities) while the Federal Government provides about 55%. The 

general distribution of competencies is defined based on Germany's Basic Law 

(Grundgesetz). In 2006, the German federal system has been reformed 

(Föderalismusreform) to create a clearer division of labour between the federal and state 

level. At the moment the competence for teaching lies exclusively with the Länder, while 

the competences for research are shared. In case of supra-regional importance they may 

cooperate together as well, e.g. regarding the financing of research institutions as well as 

the financing of projects in and outside the universities (JOREP, 2011). 

Structure of the research system 

At the federal level, the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) has the 

main responsibility for research policy (providing about 58% of the federal R&D 

resources). A large share of the BMBF funding is distributed through the German 

Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft - DFG). The DFG is the major 

funding organisation, promoting research at universities and other publicly financed 

research institutions (see also paragraph 5.8). Other important players at the federal 

level are the Ministry of Economics and Technology (BMWi) (providing 19% of the federal 

R&D resources) and the Ministry of Defence (BMVg) (providing 11% of the federal R&D 

resources) (JOREP, 2011). 

At the state level (Länder) the ministry of Science and Education and the ministry of 

Economics are the main players. The governments of the Länder are responsible for 

financing research and teaching at the public universities in their respective state. 

However, a large share of basic research in Germany is carried out by non-university 

research institutions. The Länder also contribute to the funding of non-university research 

institutes, which are jointly financed with the Federal Government. 

The Joint Science Conference (GWK) is the main body that coordinates research policies 

between the federal government and state governments. 

In general, the R&D landscape as such has remained stable over recent years, with the 

two major developments being the integration of the research facilities of the former GDR 

into the system (which had only minor effects) and the reorientation of funding policies. 

The latter has been developed within the federal ‘High-Tech Strategy’ launched in 2006 to 

concentrate the public research and development (R&D) resources as well as to improve 

coordination between the various players with the overall goal of improving the 

competitiveness of Germany's knowledge-based economy. In 2010 this strategy has been 

further developed (‘High-tech Strategy 2020’). Although the focus has shifted towards 

long-term agendas, the annual budgets of funding agencies and ministries are still the 

basis for several programmes and long-term support schemes. The goal of the Federal 

Government and the Länder is to raise spending levels for education and research to 10% 

of GDP by 2015. 7% are targeted for education and 3% for research. The Federal 

Chancellor and the Minister-Presidents of the Länder agreed on this target at the Dresden 

Education Summit (Dresdner Bildungsgipfel) on 22 October 2008 (Empirica, University of 

Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013).  

Research performers 

Private companies account for the majority of national R&D expenditures (67.3%). 

Universities perform 18.0%. However, a unique feature in Germany is that there is a wide 

range of public non-university research organisations (PROs). In 2010, they performed 

14.7% of total R&D expenditure in Germany, i.e. their quantitative significance in the 
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German research system is comparable to that of universities. Prominent players in the 

public research landscape are the following four large research associations or societies 

with a number of institutes, covering the whole spectrum from basic research to research 

services: Max Planck Society, Fraunhofer Society, Helmholtz Association, Leibniz 

Association. 

Funding flows 

In Germany, public research funding is provided either as institutional funding or as 

project funding (see Figure 14). In recent years funding for university research has been 

increased through the German research foundation and the Federal Ministry for Education 

and Research.  

The Pact for Research and Innovation, covering the period 2005-2015, is a joint effort to 

increase the financial planning security to institutions that are jointly funded by the 

Federal Government and the states (Fraunhofer Society, Helmholtz Association, Max 

Planck Society and Leibniz Association) as well as the German Research Association 

(DFG). In return for a commitment to five research policy goals, funding is increased by 

five per cent every year between 2011 and 201530 

The following research policy goals are copied from the BMBF website: 

1. Trigger dynamic developments in the academic system 

2. Create dynamic and performance-enhancing networks in the academic system 

3. Develop and implement new international cooperation strategies 

4. Establish sustainable partnerships between science and industry 

5. Gain the best scientists for Germany 

In addition, a number of thematic and sector oriented programmes are pursued (e.g. 

targeting health and food, climate and energy, mobility, communication, security and key 

technologies such as biotechnology, nanotechnology and material sciences, photonics, 

production systems and aviation) (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung, 2012). 

According to Jongbloed (2009, 2010) there is some evidence for a shift towards more 

competitive funding in terms of emphasis on institutional and competitive funding. 

 

                                                

30 For more information see http://www.bmbf.de/en/3215.php 
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Figure 14: Funding flows within the German research systems 
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Project funding 

While about 47% of the resources were spent on institutional funding in 2005, this share 

decreased to about 43% in 2010. Consequently the relevance of project funding grew 

during this period: from 41% in 2005 (at the federal level) to 49% in 2010 (BMBF, 2010). 

There are some differences concerning the source of project funding depending on the 

sector. For the Higher education sector the DFG is the most important source providing 

project funding, followed by the business sector and the Federal Government and the 

Länder. Non-university research institutions receive the largest share of the project 

funding from the Federal Government and the Länder, followed by the business sector 

and the EU and other international sources. For these institutions, compared to the HEIs, 

the DFG is less relevant (see the table below). Table 9: Sources of project funding 

 HEIs Non-University Research Institutions 

DFG and Charities 39,4%  11,0% 

Federal Government and 

Lander 

23,4% 38,0% 

EU and other international 
sources 

9,0% 15,0% 

Business sector 25,8% 31,0% 

Other 2,4% 5,0% 

Total 100% 100% 

Source: JOREP (2011). Based on: Statistisches Bundesamt (2009), p.125 (data for HE institutions) 

and Polt et al. (2010), p. 47 (data for Non-university Research Institutions) 
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The share of EU funding or other international funding is rather small. The most important 

sources is the EU Framework programme (from which German participants receive about 

€0.75b per year). Also the EUREKA programmes are important sources of funding for 

research institutes (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland 

and Dialogic, 2013). 

5.7 Allocation methods of funding in Germany 

According to Jongbloed (2011) the universities’ budget is determined by a mixture of 

negotiation, incremental allocations, formula and contracts (target agreements in 3-year 

contracts). However, in the majority of the states, the HEI budgets are still heavily based 

on historical considerations (Jongbloed, 2010). In recent years a slight shift has been 

perceived towards more objective factors such as enrolments or performance. The budget 

is both for education and research. 

Historically, an universities’ budget was determined by the previous year’s budget with 

possible modifications due to inflation (Jongbloed, 2010). Any changes in policy or 

strategy would require negotiations about the budget. That is why the Germans call this 

type of funding discretionary-incrementalist funding. A few years ago, in most German 

states, formula funding has been introduced, but until 2010 it still related to a small part 

of the budget (1-7%). Next to that, Länder- governments experimented with block grants 

as a replacement for the traditional allocation mechanisms, giving institutions more 

flexibility and freedom with regard to the internal allocation of funds. In 2010, 14 of the 

16 Länder applied performance-based formulae to determine some part of the grant. In 

the other Länder, 80% of the grant is still appropriated on the basis of discretionary-

incremental decisions (Jongbloed, 2010). 

As described above, project funding in Germany became more relevant during the last 

years. This reflects the increasing importance of competition and performance-based 

resource allocation in the context of distributing R&D funds. The large majority of project 

funding supports very specific research areas within thematic R&D programmes (‘direct 

project funding’; 86% in 2010; some measures are thematically open such as “Leading-

Edge Cluster Competition” or some funding of innovation networks in Eastern Germany) 

while a small share is provided through horizontal R&D and innovation measures. The 

table below gives insight into the specific funding flows. 

Table 10: Overview R&D funding streams for Germany in 2010. Million Euro. 
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Higher education 10290,4 0,0 1765,9 0,0 608,8 12665,1

Business enterprise 2095,8 0,0 43183,0 40,2 1610,0 46929,0

Private non-profit 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0

Total intramural 21190,7 0,0 45876,3 164,3 2716,5 69947,8S
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Source: OECD 

5.8 Key institutions in Germany 

As mentioned before, the German Research Foundation is the major funding organisation, 

promoting research at universities and other publicly financed research institutions. For 

HEIs the DFG is even the most important source of project funding (see Table 9). In this 

paragraph we will describe this institute in more detail.  
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5.8.1 German Research Foundation (DFG)  

The DFG is the self-governing organisation for science and research in Germany. 

Members of the DFG are German research universities, non-university research 

institutions, scientific associations and the Academies of Science and the Humanities.  The 

DFG receives the large majority of its funds from the states and the Federal Government 

(89%), which are also represented in all decision making bodies (including the Grants 

Committees). In addition, the voting system and procedural regulations guarantee 

science-driven decisions31. 

Mission and structure institution 

The mission statement retrieved from the website reads as follows: “In meeting its 

responsibilities as a research funding organisation, the DFG must remain abreast of 

current developments in higher education. In doing so, the DFG is able to address 

challenges such as the need to provide sustainable support for young researchers, the 

interdisciplinarisation of the sciences and humanities, and support for networking in the 

field of research“. 

The legal status of the DFG is that of an association under private law. As such, the DFG 

can only act through its governing bodies, in particular through its Executive Board and 

General Assembly:  

 The Executive Committee consists of a full-time President and, currently, eight Vice 

Presidents.  

 The General Assembly consists of representatives from research universities, major 

research institutes, the academies of science and humanities as well as a number of 

scientific organisations. The General Assembly defines the guidelines and policies 

for the work of the DFG, it approves the annual report and account, approbates the 

Executive Committee, elects the President and other members of the Executive 

Committee and Senate, and approves new DFG members. 

In addition there are several other statutory bodies:  

 The Senate is responsible for science and research policy related questions. It 

represents the interests and concerns of scientific and academic research, promotes 

cooperation and advises governments, parliaments and public authorities. 

 the Joint Committee is the main decision-making body and e.g. decides on the 

implementation of new funding programmes and on modifications of existing 

instruments. 

 One of the main tasks of the (voluntary) Review Boards is to ensure quality in the 

review process in the preparation of funding decisions and providing advice to the 

other statutory bodies of the DFG on strategic issues. 

 In 1999 the DFG’s Senate installed an independent committee of scientific Research 

Ombudsmen, who provide assistance to all researchers in questions regarding good 

scientific practice and misconduct.  

 The DFG Head Office might also ask individual researchers or groups of researchers 

to review proposals (‘peer reviewers’).  

The day-to-day operations are in hands of the DFG Head Office, located in Bonn. This 

Head Office is divided into three departments (Central Administration, Scientific Affairs 

and Coordinated Programmes & Infrastructure) and an Executive Board. 

                                                

31 http://www.dfg.de/en/ 
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Activities 

The DFG acts as research funder and as research policy advisory body and serves all 

branches of sciences and the humanities. The main tasks of the DFG are32:  

 Offering financial support on a competitive basis for the best research projects by 

scientists and academics at universities and research institutions  

 promotion of the best young scientists and researchers 

 promotion of interdisciplinary cooperation between researchers 

 policy advice to parliaments, governments and public institutions on scientific 

issues. 

Financing of research 

Funding decisions are based on the scientific review of proposals. Reviewers are selected 

by the DFG Head Office on the basis of their expertise. They evaluate the proposals 

according to their scientific excellence, relevance and originality. Funding is provided 

either as an individual grant or in the framework of coordinated programmes, with the 

latter becoming more and more important. While in 2000 45% of the total funding was 

provided as an individual grant, this share dropped to 36% in 2009 (JOREP, 2011).  

The main funding instruments can be classified as follows: 

 Individual Grants Programme: e.g the Emmy Noether Programme, Heisenberg 

Programme, Reinhart Kosseleck Projects, Research Fellowships (36% of total 

funding); 

 Coordinated Programmes: e.g. Collaborative Research Centres, Priority 

Programmes, DFG Research Centres, Clinical Research Units, Research Training 

Groups, Research Units and DFG Research Colleges (38%); 

 Excellence Initiative: e.g. Graduate Schools and Clusters of Excellence (15%); 

 Research Infrastructure: Scientific Library Services and Information Systems and 

Scientific Instrumentation – Information Technology (7%); 

 Scientific prizes (2%); 

 Measures to foster International Cooperation: e.g. cooperation with developing 

countries, German-Israeli Project Cooperation, Initiation and Intensification of 

Bilateral Cooperation, International Scientific Events, Max Kade Foundation 

Fellowship Programme, Mercator Programme, Trilateral Projects (2%) 

The table below gives a more detailed overview of a scheme in the main funding 

instrument. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

32 According to the Erawatch country page 
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Examples: Priority Programmes 

The Priority Programmes provide a framework in which researchers together conduct project work 

within a broad defined subject area. The projects have to be characterised by novelty in terms of 

topic, collaboration or methodology. Priority Programmes are established to coordinate knowledge 

and resources in the field in question to produce special scientific value. It provides the opportunity 

for interdisciplinary networking and nationwide coordination of research projects in fields of current 

research interest. 

For initiation of a topic-oriented funding programme a coordinator must be appointed. He or she 

has a guiding role for the programme as a whole. Once the DFG Senate has established the 

programme, DFG announces a call for proposals.  

Researchers in Germany, or those working at a German research institution, with a doctorate may 

submit proposals. Foreign researcher may also apply if their project is of added value to the Priority 

Programme at large.  

An example of a Priority Programme is the model ‘Gender Equality Measures in Research Networks’. 

Source: DFG (n.d); website DFG 
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6 Poland 

Poland is one of the fastest growing economies in the recent years. Its government 

intramural expenditure on R&D belongs to the largest in the EU (Klincewicz, 2013). 

Recently, new institutions and rules were introduced in the public R&D sector, creating a 

shift towards more competitive and performance-based funding. 

6.1 Statistics about performance in Poland 

Poland performs below average regarding the scientific impact of papers33, but makes a 

comeback when it comes to the quantity of publications. 

Figure 15: Research performance Poland 
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Source: DG Research and Innovation IUC Database (based on Science-Metrix)  

Also, participation in EU research framework programmes is low and collaboration 

opportunities are not fully exploited by Polish researchers. The participation rate in FP7 is 

the second lowest among all EU-27 states and only a few Polish researchers received ERC 

grants.34 

 

                                                

33 The Average of Relative Citations (ARC) is the observed scientific impact of papers produced in a 

given country based on the number of citations received divided by the average citation count of 

the papers in a given subfield in a given period. This adjusts for different citation patterns and 

quantities of papers produced across fields and subfields. An ARC value above 1.0 demonstrates 

that a country’s papers are cited more frequently than the world average in this research area.  

34 This information is retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
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6.2 Research funding system in Poland 

Structure of the research system 

Figure 16 presents an overview of Poland’s research and innovation system. The Ministry 

of Science and Higher Education (MNiSW) plays a central role in the formulation of 

research and science policy and preparation of relevant documents, which then are 

adopted by Council of Ministers. Legal acts must be approved by the Parliament. MNiSW 

manages the science budget and supervises two key funding distribution agencies: 

National Science Centre (NCN) for basic research en National Centre for Research and 

Development (NCBiR) for applied research and innovation. These are, however, very 

recently introduced/redesigned because of the changes in the higher education and 

science system as part of the sectoral reform in 2011 and 2012. The new system is 

characterised by competitive and performance-based aspects in institutional regulations 

(Klincewicz, 2013). In addition, public research performers are motivated to engage in 

applied research and transfer the results to industry. 

The main research performers are HEIs, followed by the institutes of the Polish Academy 

of Sciences and Research Institutes. \ 

Figure 16: Poland’s research and innovation system 

 

Source: Klincewicz (2013) 
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Funding flows 

In reply to Europe 2020 strategy, Poland targets a GERD to GDP ratio in 2020 of 1.70%, 

with 50% financed by business enterprises (MNiSW, 2011; EC, 2013b). The research 

budget of 2012 was €1,552.7 million, with 79.42% covered from the state budget and 

20.58% from the EU Structural Funds (MNiSW, 2012). Of that, 32.84% of the budget is 

allocated to institutional funding and 63.79% is distributed through competitions as 

research grants. Also, 2.51% is dedicated to international research cooperation. By 2020, 

the government plans to distribute 50% of the entire science budget through NCBiR and 

NCN. In 2012, NCBiR was managing 40.2% of the science budget and NCN 14.1% 

(Klincewicz, 2013). MNiSW and its agencies funded 3215 new R&D projects, experiencing 

a significant increase in both funding for applied research (405 projects in 2011, 743 in 

2012) and funding for basic research (1852 projects in 2011, 2226 in 2012) (MNiSW, 

2013: 31, 32, 34). In addition, research funding in recent years included substantial 

investments in research infrastructure (€80 million; MNiSW, 2012). Fiscal instruments 

such as tax incentives are not very popular.  

Table 11 gives an overview of funding streams in Poland. Relatively low BERD and a large 

share of government funding which also ends up within the government stand out. 

Increasing sums of financing come from abroad, most notably EU Structural Funds. 

Table 11: Overview R&D funding streams for Poland in 2011. Million Polish Złoty (PLN)35 
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Source: OECD 

New fiscal measures since 2013 will consequently reduce the income of many academics 

by introducing a upper limit on tax deduction for creators (Klincewicz, 2013). In 

November 2012, the Minister of Science and Higher Education announced among others 

plans for the introduction of less strict public procurement rules for PROs and PHEIs and 

the ability to make a 1% deduction from the corporate income tax for the benefit of 

scientific bodies (EC, 2013a). Klincewicz (2013) also mentions a proposed modification of 

the science financing bill, among others advocating a broader reliance on funding 

allocation algorithms using quantitative data instead of decisions of individual reviewers 

or collectives. 

Since Poland’s accession to the EU, high levels of funding are available for R&I. Preferable 

spending directions were recorded in the National Foresight Programme, but this 

contained very substantial numbers of possible specialisations. In 2013/2014, under the 

project implemented since November 2011 entitled National Foresight Programme –

implementation of results, the following tasks have been of will be carried out (EC, 

2013a): 

 Development of methodological bases for instruments and mechanisms aiming at 

determining the level of endogenous capacity and smart specialisation. 

                                                

35 Currently, the exchange rate is 1 PLN = 0.24 euro (March 17). 
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 Gathering data and information on the regions’ endogenous potential and its 

verification, as well as specifying the directions of the regions’ smart specialisation. 

 Visualisation of achieved results and development of a monitoring, benchmarking 

and consulting mechanism for regional intelligent specialisations (information and 

communication portal). 

In parallel, the Ministry of Economy compiled a more focused document: the 

Technological Foresight of Industry – InSight 203036. Proposed priorities for the Polish 

industry were concentrated in 10 research areas:  Industrial biotechnology,  

Nanotechnology, Advanced production systems, Information technologies and 

telecommunication, Microelectronics, Photonics, Development of clean carbon 

technologies, Rationalization of energy utilization, Modern appliances for primary (mining) 

industry and Innovative technologies of obtaining raw materials. 

 

Programmes in the field of applied research, strategy and commercialisation were 

implemented in 2012 or prepared for implementation in 2013-2014 (EC, 2013a). The 

share of private funding in the co-financing of research is growing. The government is 

working hard to ensure better links between research, innovation and industry. The 

Strategy for the Innovation and Effectiveness of the Economy for the years 2012-2020 

stresses the significance of knowledge transfer and cooperation between scientific 

institutions and industry (EC, 2013b). In addition, the Enterprises Development 

Programme from 2013 proposes measures to stimulate industry-academia partnership, 

such as building mixed consortia and internships from business to academia. Another 

proposal is to centralise funds for enterprises in a single agency and implementing 

changes in the application and evaluation procedure of grants (EC, 2013b). 

6.3 Allocation methods of funding in Poland 

Following the website of the Ministry of Science and Higher Education, funds for research 

are distributed in six ways, entirely budgeted through this ministry:  

 

 Institutional block funding 

 Investments in R&D infrastructure 

 Peer-reviewed research grants based on proposals 

 Subsidies for R&D programmes commissioned by enterprises, state administrative 

bodies or local authorities. 

 Subsidies for international scientific and technological cooperation  

 Subsidies for selected R & D support activities (e.g. information services) 

Institutional funding is partly statutory (based on number of researchers) and partly the 

result of evaluations of the scientific units (Klincewicz, 2013; EC, 2013). Following the 

science reform, new rules for the evaluation of scientific bodies were introduced in 2012 

(EC, 2013a). The Committee for Evaluation of Scientific Research Institutions (KEJN) 

assesses research institutes. A research institute is ranked on its overall performance and 

will be classified into one of four categories: A+, A, B or C.37 Detailed parameters and 

criteria of evaluation of scientific units will be diverse and adjusted to the specifics of the 

science discipline, as well as to the kind of the scientific units. The evaluation results 

define the levels of institutional funding, which means that funding is not available to 

organisations in the lowest ranks. 

                                                

36 For more information, see www.fortech2030.pl 

37 Information retrieved from the website of the Ministry of Science and Higher Education 
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Jongbloed (2011) classified the Polish public universities’ budget as largely based on 

formula funding in 2008. Incremental allocations (in the case of Poland the consideration 

of past costs) and contract funding are of minor importance. No change is observed with 

1995. Poland is one of the few countries where output-related criteria played an 

important role since the 1990s, together with Denmark, the Netherlands, Sweden and the 

UK (Jongbloed, 2010). In 2006, Poland awarded research funding based on both input 

(e.g. number of staff members) and performance criteria (Eurydice, 2008). However, the 

amount was based mainly on institutional performance in terms of the quality of research 

activities using the following indicators: the number of degrees awarded, publication 

success, number and type of research projects undertaken, commercial use of research 

results, awards received, number of scientific titles conferred by the institution, 

participation in international science projects, and the development of research staff.  

Principles of internal allocation of block grants depend upon internal policies of the HEI 

concerned, but may involve internal competition or distribution using a specific algorithm 

(Jablecka, 2008).  

Funds from research organisations are also distributed by means of competitive 

mechanisms (Klincewicz, 2013). Assessments are done by peer review. Some additional 

rules regarding applications were recently put into force. Project descriptions have to be 

in English (with a few exceptions), so they can be reviewed by international experts. 

Programmes for international cooperation are also mostly distributed through open 

competitions (Klincewicz, 2013). 

Hence, competition has been present a long time in the Polish research funding system. It 

is seen in the assessment based on various indicators or research performance for 

institutional funding and in the peer review system for project funding.  

6.4 Key institutions in Poland 

Key research funding institutions in Poland are the National Science Centre (NCN) for 

basic research en National Centre for Research and Development (NCBiR) for applied 

research and innovation. Both are independent from direct government influences, with 

governing bodies consisting of scientists and stakeholders. Both distribute grants in open 

and transparent competitions. The NCN maintains a definite bottom-up approach, while 

NCBiR maintains a top-down approach (Klincewicz, 2013).  

 

6.4.1 National Science Centre (NCN) 

The National Science Centre (NCN, Narodowe Centrum Nauki) was established in 2010, 

operational in 2011, with the main rationale being to increase the competitiveness of 

basic research (NCN, 2013a).   

Mission and structure institution 

The NCN is supervised by the Minister of Science and Higher Education. In the NCN 

Annual Report (NCN, 2013a) the following mission is stated: “Improving the quality of 

research in Poland by means of a competition-based system of funding opportunities, 

furthering the advancement of Polish research on the international area.”  

The NCN has a director and a council. The council sets priority areas in basic research, 

decides on the type of programmes and allocates the grants. In addition, it specifies call 

regulations and selects members of the Expert Teams responsible for proposal 

evaluations. An office takes care of all the operational activities, such as processing calls 

and organising meetings for expert evaluation. Three teams of discipline coordinators are 

each responsible for one critical area of study at the NCN: Arts, Humanities and Social 

Sciences; Physical Sciences and Engineering; and Life Sciences (NCN, 2013a).  
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Activities 

The following duties of NCN are mentioned on the organisation’s website: 

 Funding (basic research in the form of projects; doctoral fellowships and post-

doctoral internships; research projects carried out by experienced researchers 

aimed at implementing pioneering research important for the development of 

science; research projects outside the scope of research funded by the National 

Centre for Research and Development) 

 Supervising the implementation of the above mentioned research projects  

 Fostering and monitoring the funding of basic research funded from outside the 

state budget 

 International cooperation in financing basic research 

 Other tasks assigned by the Minister of Science and Higher Education, including the 

development of research programmes that are important for national culture. 

Financing of research 

Four times a year calls for proposals are issued. Funding is based on a bottom-up 

approach. In total, there are ten types of calls, each addressed to a wide range of 

researchers at different stages of their career38: 

 

 OPUS: general grants 

 PRELUDIUM: pre-doctoral grants 

 SONATA: PhD holder grants 

 SONATA BIS: PhD holder grants 

 HARMONIA: international research projects 

 MAESTRO: advanced grants 

 SYMFONIA: interdisciplinary grants 

 ETIUDA: doctoral scholarship 

 FUGA: post-doctoral internships 

 TANGO: proof-of-concept type grants 

Next to this, researchers can apply for international calls. The NCN aims to foster 

international cooperation and participates in ERA-net consortia and Joint Programming 

Initiatives. 

Funding is aimed at individual researchers and research teams. One of the priorities of 

NCN is to support scientific careers of young researchers. In 2012, 28% of the overall 

funding granted went to grants for this group of researchers (NCN, 2013a).  

In 2012, the amount of funding granted was € 251.2 million. Of that € 120 million went to 

Physical Science and Engineering; € 95.2 million to Life Sciences; and € 36 million to Arts, 

Humanities and Social Sciences. The overall success rate was 21% (NCN, 2013a).  

The NCN evaluates proposals by using a two stage peer review process. After a eligibility 

check by NCN itself, the projects are peer reviewed by members of the Expert Panels and 

by external referees, both Polish and international. Finally, the Expert Team draws up a 

final ranking list (NCN, 2013a).  

 

 

 

 

                                                

38 This information is retrieved from http://www.ncn.gov.pl/ 
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Examples: Opus & SONATA 

OPUS is a general grant intended for a wide range of applicants, irrespective of their research 

experience. Projects may be carried out by single researchers or research team employed at a 

Polish host institution. No theme is predefined, it just has to be basic research that fits within the 

NCN divisions. This funding scheme does not have a cap on funding. The purchase or construction 

of research equipment may be included in proposals for this scheme. For projects in the fields of 

Life Sciences and Physical Sciences and Engineering applicants may seek funding for research 

equipment up to PLN 500,000 (€ 119,100) for a single item. For projects in the field of Arts, 

Humanities and Social Sciences this is PLN 150,000 (€ 35730) for a single item. The duration of 

projects are at least 12 months up to 36 months. 

Calls for proposals are twice a year. Proposals are evaluated based on the scientific excellence and 

the innovative nature of the research project, the research portfolio of the Principal Investigator and 

co-investigators, and the budget. The OPUS is the biggest scheme of the NCN with € 112.7 million 

(45% of the total budget) awarded in 2012. In the first call of 2012, 3088 proposals were 

submitted, of which 648 grants were awarded (success rate of 21%). In the second call 1851 

proposals were submitted and 482 grants awarded (success rate of 26%).  

SONATA is a funding scheme addressed to scientists holding a doctoral degree, employed at a 

Polish host institution, and starting their career in research. No theme is predefined, it just has to 

be basic research that fits within the NCN divisions. This funding scheme does not have a cap on 

funding. The funding of research equipment may be included in proposals for this scheme. For 

projects in the fields of Life Sciences and Physical Sciences and Engineering applicants may seek 

funding for research equipment up to PLN 500,000 (€ 119,100) for a single item. For projects in the 

field of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences this is PLN 150,000 (€ 35730) for a single item. The 

duration of projects are at least 12 months up to 36 months. 

Calls for proposals are twice a year. Proposals are evaluated based on the scientific excellence and 

the innovative nature of the research project, the research portfolio of the Principal Investigator, 

and the budget. In 2012, € 31.8 million (12.7% of the total budget) was awarded under this 

funding scheme. In the first call of 2012, 1029 proposals were submitted, of which 212 grants were 

awarded (success rate of 21%). In the second call 489 proposals were submitted and 113 grants 

awarded (success rate of 23%). 

Source: NCN, 2013a; NCN, 2013b; website NCN 

 

6.4.2 National Centre for Research and Development (NCBiR/NCRD) 

The National Centre for Research and Development is the implementing agency of the 

Minister of Science and Higher Education. Since 2007, it is in charge of the performance 

of tasks within the area of national science, science and technology and innovation 

policies. The science and higher education reform adopted in 2010 re-shaped the NCBiR 

by assigning it broader powers and duties, and again in 2011, its activity was extended. It 

can be seen as a platform for dialogue between the scientific and business communities 

(NCBiR/NCRD, 2012).  

Mission and structure institution 

The NCBiR’s mission is to support Polish research units and businesses to develop and 

implement solutions and technologies based on scientific research results which increase 

innovation and the competitiveness of the Polish economy (NCBiR/NCRD, 2012).  
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The Centre’s tasks are supervised by the director, who is assisted by the council. The 

council develops programmes for the minister and acts as an advisory and opinion-

forming body (NCBiR/NCRD, 2012).  

Activities 

The Centre’s main task is the management and execution of research and development 

programmes aimed at innovativeness. Furthermore, it tries to raise awareness of the 

importance of commercialisation (NCBiR/NCRD, 2012). Since 2011, NCBiR took over the 

Ministry’s tasks related to the implementation of European Funds for the development of 

science and higher education sectors in Poland, thereby being the mediation institution in 

three operational programmes: Human Capital, Innovative Economy and Infrastructure 

and Environment funded by structural funds (NCBiR/NCRD, 2012). In 2007-2013, for 

these programmes over € 4.1 billion was available.   

Financing of research 

Funds distributed by NCBiR follow a top-down approach. They are focused on specific 

research themes, in accordance with precisely defined grant programmes.  

Categories of programmes are39: 

 Strategic programmes are based on the 2011s National Programme of Research 

which defines strategic research and development directions. A strategic 

programme comprises projects targeted at specific technical, scientific or social 

issues. Competitions are top-down and applicants must fully meet the criteria 

defined. One of those programmes is highlighted in the textbox below. 

 Domestic programmes are aimed at strengthening cooperation between Polish 

businesses and research institutes by developing support programmes of applied 

research and R&D funding for commercialisation, as well as supporting young 

researchers, sometimes in the form of joint ventures with other parties. One 

domestic programme is highlighted as an example in the textbox below. 

 Programmes and projects aimed at defence and security in cooperation with the 

Minister of National Defence and the Minister of Internal Affairs. The purpose of 

programmes and projects under implementation is not only to increase the 

opportunities for Polish scientific and industrial entities, but also to strive for a 

technological independence through the creation of Polish know-how in 

technologies critical for national defence and security. 

 International programmes. NCBiR is also involved in international programmes. 

Specialists in scientific and economic fields are invited to be listed in the expert database. 

They evaluate proposals according to the scientific, technological, and socio-economic 

goals of strategic research programmes and innovative projects.40 In 2013, the NCBiR 

Ordinance provides for the inclusion of foreign experts in peer-review processes and for 

individual negotiations of compensation with international experts (EC, 2013b). Awarded 

projects are co-funded by the NCBiR and the Centre watches over their implementation. 

The activity of the Centre is funded by the national treasury and the European Union. In 

2012, NCBiR managed € 624.2 million (40.2% of the science budget) (Klincewicz, 2013). 

Funds earmarked by the NCBiR for the implementation of programmes in the field of 

applied research on the basis of the National Research Programme in 2013-2014 amount 

to PLN 40 million and PLN 280 million, respectively (EC, 2013b). 

                                                

39 This information is retrieved from http://www.ncbir.pl/en/ 

40 This information is retrieved from http://www.ncbir.pl/en/ 
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Examples: Advanced Technologies for Energy Generation (2010) and ‘GRAF-TECH’ (2012) 

The strategic research and development programme ‘Advanced Technologies for Energy Generation 

programme’ was launched to develop technological solutions which would reduce a negative impact 

of the energy production sector on the natural environment, e.g. by the reduction of pollutant 

releases to meet the European targets. Results shall be of great importance to the implementation 

of scientific research results, coal-based technologies – the main Polish fuel resource – and other 

technologies based on primary energy sources available in Poland. The implementation of this 

programme started in 2010 and will end in 2015. The NCBiR spend 300 million PLN (€ 71 million) 

on 4 research tasks: Zero-emission coal-fired power units; Oxy-combustion; Coal gasification; and 

Biomass, agricultural and other waste. In 2010, for every project a strong research industrial 

consortium won the competition and was able to start on their research. Consortia consists of a 

leader, industrial partners, and scientific partners. 

The domestic programme ‘GRAF-TECH supports scientific research, development and activities 

connected to the use of the unique graphene characteristics. The general objective is to increase 

the competitiveness of the Polish economy through incorporating research results into graphene-

based state-of-the-art solutions. The projected budget of NCBiR for this programme is 60 million 

PLN (€ 14 million) which will finance 12 to 20 projects. Each application which fulfils the formal 

criteria will be evaluated by at least 3 reviewers. Scientific consortia (with participation of 

enterprises) and scientific and industrial centers may apply. After completion, projects will be 

evaluated.  

Source: NCBiR website 

 

 



 The effectiveness of national research funding systems – final policy brief  

 

 99 

7 The Netherlands 

The Dutch knowledge economy is among the better performing countries in the world. It 

has set itself the target of spending 2.5% of GDP in R&D by 2020 (EC, 2013). In 2012, 

this was 2.2% (OECD stat). 

7.1 Statistics about performance in The Netherlands 

The Netherlands score very high in the Average of Relative Citations (ARC) ranking41. It 

also publishes more articles than the EU average. 

Figure 17: Research performance The Netherlands 
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Source: DG Research and Innovation IUC Database (based on Science-Metrix).  

7.2 Research funding system in The Netherlands 

Structure of the research system 

The main ministries in the national research governance system are the Ministry of 

Education, Culture and Science (OCW) and the Ministry of Economic Affairs (EZ). OCW is 

responsible for higher education, science and basic research. Most of its budget is in the 

form of institutional funding. EZ is responsible for application oriented research and 

innovation and makes fixed contributions to a number of institutes. Many projects and 

                                                

41 The Average of Relative Citations (ARC) is the observed scientific impact of papers produced in a 

given country based on the number of citations received divided by the average citation count of 

the papers in a given subfield in a given period. This adjusts for different citation patterns and 

quantities of papers produced across fields and subfields. An ARC value above 1.0 demonstrates 

that a country’s papers are cited more frequently than the world average in this research area.  
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programmes of the ministry are implemented by intermediary organisations (Ortega-

Argiles, 2013).  

The most important intermediary organisations are the Dutch research council: the 

Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO), the Royal Netherlands Academy 

of Arts and Sciences (KNAW), RVO (former NL Agency, an agency of EZ), and Technology 

Foundation STW (an independent part of NWO). KNAW is also an important advisory body 

for the government on matters in the field of scientific endeavour. The Advisory Council 

for Science and Technology Policy (AWTI) advises the government on policy relating to 

scientific research, technology development and innovation at an national and 

international level (Ortega-Argiles, 2013).  

The Netherlands has a large number of research performers. A distinction can be made 

between research universities, universities of professional education, research institutes 

and companies. Public research institutes are mostly financed by NWO and the KNAW. 

Figure 18: The Dutch research and innovation system and its governance  

 

Source: Ortega-Argiles (2013) 

Funding flows 

In the table below an overview of the R&D funding streams in 2009 is given. HEIs receive 

around 80% of their funding from the government. Businesses primarily invest in 

businesses. The Dutch government will pursue its target of achieving 2.5% of GDP by the 

implementation of its policy for the business sector ‘Going to the Top’ in 2012 and the 

Quality in Diversity strategic agenda which presents a long-term scenario for higher 

education, research and science (EC, 2013). The Top Sectors are sectors in which the 

Netherlands excels globally and are a government priority. These should promote synergy 
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and coherence of R&D activities on economic and social priorities, foster public-private 

cooperation and leverage private investments (EC, 2013). 

Table 12: Overview R&D funding streams for The Netherlands in 2009. Million Euro. 
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Source: OECD 

Focussing on the government sector as a research funder for HEIs and research 

institutes, Table 13 shows the development in government resources for innovation and 

research for the years 2008-2016. Striking is that funds for fundamental research seem 

to grow contrary to funding for applied research. 

Table 13: Resources for innovation and research for the period 2008-2016. Amounts in 

millions of euro. 

 2008 2010 2012 2013 2014 2016 

Fundamental 
research 

2.975 3.183 3.280 3.282 3.334 3.368 

Applied 
research 

512 488 453 407 384 361 

Fiscal 
resources 
for R&D 

797 1.497 1.777 1.753 1.765 1.698 

Spending by 
ministries 

1.317 1.778 1.545 1.354 1.094 973 

Total  5.601 6.946 7.055 6.796 6.504 6.400 

Source: National Reform Programme 2013.  

A distinction can be made between institutional funding, competitive funding, and other 

modes of funding. Regarding institutional funding, Ministry of Education, Culture and 

Science (OCW) is responsible for the first flow of funding to research performers. In 2010, 

€2,035.5 million was dedicated to research block grants for universities (funding for 

education is not taken into account); NWO institutes received €133.2 million (via NWO); 

and the institutes of the KNAW received €78.3 million42. There are other (semi-) public 

research institutes, but funding varies widely. 

Three flows of funding are distinguished in university funding in the Netherlands (EC, 

2013; Erawatch website). The first flow is the block funding from OCW and covers about 

60% of the funding. The second flow (about 10%) consists of research project funding 

awarded by intermediary agencies (e.g NWO). Grants are largely based on peer-reviewed 

proposals within programmes and are highly competitive. The third flow of funding (about 

30%) universities acquire from outside the government, or indirect from the government. 

Recently, block funding was cut back substantially: a shift of €100 million from first to 

competitive second flow funding. Also national institutes for applied research suffer from a 

reduced fixed block fund of -20% over the period 2011-2016. This has been allocated for 

research projects executed in one of the Top Sectors. Institutes thus have to find co-

funding from private parties, thereby ensuring the practical relevance of the research. 

                                                

42 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
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The relative importance of other modes of funding, e.g. indirect or co-funding, has 

increased over the years. Because of the diversity in co-funding it is hard to assess the 

size of different instruments. Some important governmental measures are the 

expenditure in Top Sectors, more money available for financing and partnership in 

European research programmes (based on Horizon 2020), and the TKI-surcharge (Top-

consortia for Knowledge and Innovation for the Top Sectors) for companies (EC, 2013). 

General fiscal incentives and support measures for innovation in SMEs play a large role in 

the policy mix. 

Furthermore, recommendations of Committee Veerman in 2010 – among others the need 

for more excellence, strategic alliances and stronger research profiles within the higher 

education system – were adopted by the Strategic Agenda for Higher Education and 

Research and defined in performance agreements with universities and colleges in 2012 

(Bax, 2013). These have financial sanction mechanisms - 7% of the educational budget. 

The Review Committee Higher Education and Research (2014) states that if institutions 

reach their agreed goals, in 2015 the quality of research will be higher, research profiles 

will be stronger and better aligned with societal/political themes, collaboration with other 

organisations will grow, and increased knowledge valorisation will contribute to innovation 

in the Netherlands. 

Regarding EU Structural Funds, the Netherlands has been allocated almost €2 billion in 

total for the period 2007-2013 and it plans to invest over €800 million of Structural Funds 

in fields that will promote research and innovation (Ortega-Argiles, 2013). 

7.3 Allocation methods of funding in The Netherlands 

Universities in the Netherlands mainly receive their block grant as a formula-based lump 

sum. The budget consists of a teaching and research component. Both are primarily 

based on quantity measures. For the teaching component half of the budget is based on 

the number of degrees awarded to students. The research budget is for 40% based on 

performance (BA, MA, PhD degrees,  and the number of accredited research schools for 

PhD training). The remaining amount is based on input criteria (e.g. time and type of 

staff) and historical considerations (fixed amounts per university). Universities are free to 

internally allocate the budget across their faculties and departments (Jongbloed, 2011). 

Within intermediary funding agencies the assessment procedure for research proposals 

mainly consists of consulting external specialists for peer review or assessment by an 

evaluation committee. 

7.4 Key institutions in The Netherlands 

The most important intermediary organisations are the Dutch research council: the 

Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO), the Royal Netherlands Academy 

of Arts and Sciences (KNAW), RVO (former NL Agency), and Technology Foundation STW 

(an independent part of NWO). Since the Technology Foundation STW is a part of NWO, 

that one is excluded from the analysis. 

 

7.4.1 Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) 

NWO is the national research council in the Netherlands and promotes quality and 

innovation in science by means of more than hundred different types of grants. A budget 

of 625 million euro per year is used for funding scientific research at Dutch universities 

and institutes43. 

                                                

43 Information retrieved from www.nwo.nl 
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Mission and structure institution 

The statutory missions of NWO are, according to the organisation’s website: “to advance 

the quality of scientific research and initiate and encourage new research developments; 

to allocate research funding; to facilitate the transfer of knowledge from research initiated 

and encouraged by NWO for the benefit of society; and to focus on university research 

and to coordinate scientific research strategy where necessary.” Ambitions for the period 

2011-2014 are supporting talented researchers, emphasis research useful for society and 

increase knowledge utilisation of research. NWO falls under the responsibility of the OCW. 

The organisation comprises, apart from a General Board, management and staff 

departments, nine science divisions who are responsible for the funding task of NWO. The 

divisions develop research programmes, organise granting procedures and offer joint 

programmes. Each NWO division has a divisional board. In addition, NWO has eight 

research institutes, two foundations and three task forces44. 

Activities 

The key activity of NWO is research funding, mainly university research. However, the 

organisation has own research institutions and is therefore also a research performer. In 

addition, NWO is a research policy advisory body. Its Public Affairs department is in close 

contact with the world politics and there are regular talks with the government, the 

parliamentary groups and the political parties about the development of science and the 

role of NWO.45 

NWO broad themes for the period 2011-2014 that relate to national and international 

agendas are: healthy living, water and climate, cultural and societal dynamics, 

sustainable energy, connecting sustainable cities, materials: solutions for scarcity 

(Ortega-Argiles, 2013). 

Financing of research 

NWO prioritises problem driven basic research and international research collaborations. 

It funds through grants directed at scientists and research institutions. After 2013, the 

budget will stabilise at an average of 625 million euro for the core activities. Funding 

primarily comes from OCW and EZ. In 2012, NWO and her partners invested 756 million 

euro in scientific research. Most of the investments went to the Talent Scheme and 

curiosity driven research. NWO received 615 million euro from the Ministry of Education, 

Culture and Science and 68 million euro from other ministries. At the end of 2012 NWO 

had more than 1 billion euro outstanding in funding awarded to research projects that will 

be completed in the coming years (NWO Annual Report 2012). 

In 2012, 5875 proposals have been submitted, 1393 grants have been awarded (24% 

success) and 8438 referees’ reports have been received. Number of fte’s funded by NWO 

is 6804 (NWO Annual Report 2012).  

NWO has several categories of funding instruments. There are instruments for individual 

researchers focused on encouraging talent; curiosity-driven, non-programmed research; 

research programmes focused on a specific target or theme; collaboration programmes 

with other partners (PPP); programmes for large-scale infrastructure; and research 

programmes focused on international collaboration and exchange46.  

                                                

44 Information retrieved from www.nwo.nl 

45 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

46 Information retrieved from www.nwo.nl 
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Most instruments are directed at researchers employed at a Dutch university or a 

research institute recognised by NWO. Applicants can react on a call by submitting a 

proposal. Sometimes a pre-proposal is required. NWO determines whether the research 

proposals satisfy the admissibility criteria and then the proposals are sent to independent 

experts for peer review, sometimes after a pre-selection. The referees’ assessments are 

collated in a report and the applicant has the change to write a rebuttal. If no referees are 

consulted the proposals are submitted directly to the selection committee. The selection 

committee compares and assesses the proposals, referees’ reports and applicants’ 

rebuttals. An interview or site visits is also possible in the assessment procedure. The 

committee issues a funding advice to the NWO board that takes the final decision47. In 

the textboxes below examples of funding programmes are described. 

 

Examples: Innovation Research Incentives Scheme (VI) and TOP Grant 

The VI-instrument provides individual grants for talented, creative researchers and has three 

instruments: Veni (for researchers who have recently obtained their PhD), Vidi (for experienced 

researchers), and Vici (for senior researchers with their own line of research). Researchers from 

outside the Netherlands may apply. The purpose of the programme is for researchers to conduct 

research of their own choice. This gives innovative research a boost and facilitates career 

progression at scientific research institutes. The budget varies for the three instruments. The 

maximum grant for a Veni is 250,000 euro, for a Vidi this is 800,000 euro, and for a Vici it is 1.5 

million euro. Proposals are assessed by the quality of the researcher, the quality/innovative 

character/ academic impact of the research proposal, and knowledge utilization. The instrument is 

not bound by subject. Grants awarded in 2012: Veni – 151 (acceptance rate 16%), Vidi – 94 

(acceptance rate 14%), Vici – 32 (acceptance rate 15%).  

Two recent evaluations (NWO Annual Report, 2012; Dialogic and Technopolis, 2007) conclude that 

the VI has a positive impact on the career and research of laureates.  

TOP grants are meant to strengthen or renew lines of research and are targeted at outstanding 

research groups. The grant can be used for scientific positions and material research costs. The 

budget varies per division, with the Chemical Sciences having 19 million euro to spend, the Social 

Sciences 3 million euro, the Physical Sciences 6 million euro, and Health Research and Development 

(ZonMW) 5.9 million euro. In 2012 the acceptance rate was about 19%. In total, 254 grants were 

awarded. Assessment criteria are: scientific quality, innovative character, knowledge utilization, and 

past performance of the research group. This grant falls within the category of free competition, 

only the social sciences aim specifically at research within the top sectors. 

Source: NWO.nl and NWO Annual Report 2012 

 

7.4.2 AgencyNL/Netherlands Enterprise Agency (RVO.nl) 

RVO.nl encourages entrepreneurs in sustainable, agrarian, innovative and international 

business. The agency helps by providing grants, finding business partners, know-how and 

compliance with laws and regulations.48 

Mission and structure institution 

According to the organisation’s website, the mission of RVO.nl is to improve opportunities 

for entrepreneurs and strengthen their position. The agency provides services by using 

                                                

47 Information retrieved from www.nwo.nl 

48 The information retrieved from www.rvo.nl 
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smart organisation and digital communication. RVO.nl cooperates among others with 

foreign governments, knowledge centres, and international organisations. The agency is 

part of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and works at the instigation of ministries and 

European Union. RVO.nl was founded in January 2014 and is the result of a merger 

between NL Agency and the regulations department (Dienst Regelingen, DR). In addition, 

the agency has adopted some activities from the Commodities Boards. Apart from staff 

departments, four divisions are responsible for the primary process. These are Core 

processes EU, Core processes NL, National programmes and International programmes. 

Activities 

The core competence of RVO.nl is converting government policy regarding sustainability, 

agriculture, innovation, and international business into reality. Besides a research 

policymaker, RVO.nl also runs a number of programmes and has different grant schemes 

available to support various business initiatives.49 

Financing of research 

Topics within RVO.nl are sustainability, agriculture, innovation, and international. 

Companies, knowledge institutions, governmental organisations and individuals can apply 

for grants. In the State Budget for 2014 NL Agency and DR are listed separately. The 

biggest source of funding comes from the Ministry of Economic Affairs (135.1 million euro 

for NL Agency and 144.7 million euro for DR). The total income for NL Agency is 207.3 

million euro and for DR 168.6 million euro (Dutch government, n.d.). 

Applicants can fill in a grant application. RVO.nl determines whether the research 

proposals satisfy the admissibility criteria. In principle, positive assessment of a proposal 

leads to a subsidy. If the amount of grant requested is more than the available budget 

there are three distribution options: in the order of receipt, tender (ranking based on 

criteria), and proportional distribution. In case of a tender, an advisory committee 

evaluates the applications according to the assessment criteria.50 

 

Example: Partners for Water Programme 3 (2010-2015, start 2000) 

The purpose of the Partners for Water Programme is to join forces in the Dutch water sector, 

thereby targeting Dutch businesses, governments, NGOs and research institutions. This thematic 

programme has a budget of 9.5 million euro a year. For the second tender of 2013, 35 applications 

were received, of which 8 were accepted (acceptance rate of 23%). Proposals are assessed on the 

following criteria:  possibilities of research solution to water problems, contribution to joining forces, 

unique qualities parties, contribution to solving world water problem and activity plan.  

Programme 2 was evaluated three times (Bureau Teisman, 2011; Bekkers, 2011; Bureau 

Berenschot, 2008). The main results were that the stakeholders seem to appreciate the programme 

and that more sustainable cooperation takes place. 

Source: website RVO.nl; RVO.nl, 2014 

 

 

 

                                                

49 The information is retrieved from www.rvo.nl 

50 The information is retrieved website www.rvo.nl 
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8 Romania 

Romania has suffered from an intense political crisis, which resulted in a reformed 

research system and reductions in funding. 

8.1 Statistics about performance in Romania 

Romania scores below average in the Average of Relative Citations (ARC) ranking. 51 

Striking is that, although the amount of publications is below the EU average, it went up 

around 2006/2007. Unfortunately, newer data is not available. 

Figure 19: Research performance Romania 
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Source: DG Research and Innovation IUC Database (based on Science-Metrix)  

In Romania, the number of researchers per general population is much lower than the EU 

average (0.75 full time equivalent researchers per 100 inhabitants, while the EU average 

is approx. 3.16 in 2011) (Gheorghiu, 2013). Long term underfinancing has caused a 

substantial brain drain. Romania has one of the largest scientific diasporas compared to 

other EU countries, with an estimated 15,000 researchers working abroad (World Bank 

2011, p21). 

                                                

51 The Average of Relative Citations (ARC) is the observed scientific impact of papers produced in a 

given country based on the number of citations received divided by the average citation count of 

the papers in a given subfield in a given period. This adjusts for different citation patterns and 

quantities of papers produced across fields and subfields. An ARC value above 1.0 demonstrates 

that a country’s papers are cited more frequently than the world average in this research area.  
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8.2 Research funding system in Romania 

Political developments 

In 2012, Romania suffered from an intense political crisis resulting in changes in its 

research structure. The Erawatch country report for Romania, written by Gheorghiu 

(2013), explains recent political developments. 

The RDI Strategy 2007-2013 was Romania’s first national RDI strategy. It was conceived 

to consolidate competitive project funding to streamline the output of research towards 

international publications and patents. A three times increase of the research community 

was necessary to converge with the EU average. In addition, the National Plan 2007-2013 

is the main implementation instrument. It concentrates about 80% of the public 

expenditure for RDI, the rest being allocated to the Romanian Academy, the branch 

academies, and the sectoral plan of several ministries. The National Plan also includes a 

series of programmes similar to FP7, implemented by the Executive Agency For Higher 

Education, Research, Development and Innovation (UEFISCDI).  

Despite of the Strategy and the Plan, in 2009 and later the Romanian GBOARD has been 

three times under the planned value (government appropriations for R&D of 1% of GDP 

by 2010). In 2009, a new plan introduced a funding re-prioritisation, which mainly 

supports the participation of Romania in international programmes and the core financing 

for the national R&D institutes. This plan left little room for new grants, although 

procedures for that have constantly been improved. A direct consequence was that the 

targets set in the Strategy (e.g. increasing the number of researchers) were de facto 

abandoned. Also, many (innovation-related) financing instruments have been suspended 

or introduced very late. In 2010, the 2011-2013 National Reform Programme (NRP) was 

launched, comprising new targets (Gheorghiu, 2013).  

Figure 20: Planned, allocated and paid public budget for R&D (million euro) 

 

Source: Gheorghiu (2013); NASR 

Chaotic multiannual planning reinforced problems created by the large discrepancy 

between planned and allocated amounts each year (see Figure 20). As a response to the 

50% budget reduction for projects, simultaneously with the launch of new competitions, 

on April 2013 all the members of the National Council for Scientific Research resigned 

(Gheorghiu, 2013).  

Structure of the research system 

In Romania there are 265 public R&D organisations. A total of 169 is of national 

importance: 56 public universities, 48 national R&D institutes, and 65 research institutes 

and centres of the Romanian Academy (UEFISCDI, 2013). Hence, the sector is quite 
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fragmented. Romanian universities have traditionally been focused on teaching, but 

recently more attention is paid to research activities. Only a few consolidate technology 

transfer and research commercialisation. Since the introduction of the HEIs taxonomy in 

the new Education Law in 2011, universities can be divided into the following categories: 

(1) education-focused universities; (2) education and scientific research universities, or 

education and arts universities; and (3) advanced research and education universities.52  

The most important research performers are the national R&D institutes and the institutes 

of the Romanian Academy, followed by higher education institutions. The private sector’s 

involvement in R&D activities is limited, because innovation is not broadly considered to 

be an important driver for economic growth.53 

The National Council for Science and Technology Policy was supposed to be the 

coordinating body across ministries, but has never been operational (World Bank 2011). 

Consequently, establishing and implementing the R&D national strategy was done by the 

National Authority for Scientific Research (NASR), subordinated to the Ministry of 

Education, Research, Youth and Sport. In December 2012, however, NASR has become 

part of the new Ministry of National Education, a measure associated with the creation of 

a delegate Minister for Higher Education, Research and Technological Development 

(Gheorghiu, 2013). The structure that has been decided on is portrayed in Figure 21. 

Figure 21: Romanian research system structure 

 

Source: UEFISCDI (December 2013) 

After the parliamentary election in December 2012, the new government reorganised the 

Ministry of Education, Research, Youth and Sport by splitting it into the Ministry of 

National Education and the Ministry of Youth and Sport, while the National Authority for 

                                                

52 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

53 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
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Scientific Research (NASR) is dissolved, with all attributes taken over by the new Ministry 

of National Education (MNE). In addition, there will also be delegate Ministry for Higher 

Education, Scientific Research and Technological development within the MNE. The 

research institutes will be subordinated to the new Ministry of National Education. The 

purpose is to improve the representation of RDI in the government and reduce the 

variability of functional rules for the different national institutes (Gheorghiu, 2013). 

Funding flows 

In 2010, R&D funding in Romania was distributed as portrayed in Table 14. What 

immediately stand out is that, compared to other countries, the government invests very 

little in HEIs. This is not surprising since, traditionally, research has been concentrated in 

public research institutes. 

Table 14: Overview R&D funding streams for Romania in 2011. Million Romanian leu 
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Source: OECD 

As a response to the economic crisis though, Romania drastically reduced the public 

allocation for R&D. In 2011, GERD in Romania (0,48% of GDP) was four times lower than 

the EU27 average (2,03% of GDP). This is also due to low investments from the business 

sector (Gheorghiu, 2013). After Romania’s EU accession in 2007, EU funding for R&D 

from the Structural Funds became available. From the total amount available to Romania, 

13,7% is allocated to research, innovation and entrepreneurship. A large part of the 

Structural Funds has been focused on infrastructure and human resources (European 

Commission 2013, p 224). As stated in the Erawatch country profile of Romania, the 

distribution of public R&D expenditures in 2011 was as follows: public research 

organisations – 56%, HEIs – 31%, and business enterprise – 13%. 

Romania ranks 19 among EU member states in terms of participation in FP7 projects with 

756 participants in 575 projects and a total budget allocated for Romanian participants of 

€96m (Gheorghiu, 2013). 

As mentioned before, universities are new players in the research field and have very few 

full-time researchers. Institutional funding for universities is based on evaluation, in which 

research is a dominant indicator. They, however, do not  receive explicit research funding. 

Universities are competitive in national RDI calls, given their limited resources and the 

increasing pressure for publication in institutional evaluations and in academic promotion.  

(Gheorghiu, 2013) 

Institutional block funding is more limited than competitive funding and applies mainly to 

the education activities (based on e.g. number of students). Funds for the state budget 

account for 65-80% of the HEIs whole budget. For national R&D institutes and R&D units 

that are organised as public institutions, or are part of the R&D system of national 

                                                

54 Currently the exchange rate is 1 leu = 0.22 euro (March 17). However, the Romanian leu is not 

very stable. 
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interest, institutional funding can be provided through Core R&D Programmes developed 

by these institutions. The Romanian Academy receives most of its funding as block 

funding (71% of the total budget of €84 million), meant for its research institutes. 

Competitive national grants and international projects account mostly for the rest55. 

In Romania, competitive funding is the predominant form of allocation of public funding. 

Competitive funding is allocated through the programmes of the 2007-2013 National RDI 

Plan and the EU Structural Funds. These programmes are established in a top-down 

regime. For example, the multi-annual budget for the programmes of the 2007-2013 

National RDI Plan was €4,700 million. Other modes of funding include awards and tax 

incentive for RDI. 

8.3 Allocation methods of funding in Romania 

A new allocation method of the national institutes for scientific research (e.g. universities, 

national RDI institutes, research institutes of the Romanian Academy or under other 

ministries) was put into operation in 2011. The Consultative Board for Research, 

Development and Innovation evaluate national RDI units and institutions. The new 

evaluation procedure ranks R&D units by their research performance and the economic 

effect of their research into five performance classes: A+, A, A-, B and C. An A- or higher 

results in certification, and only certified RDI units can benefit from a new system of basic 

institutional financing entered into force on 1 January 2012. However, results show that 

all institutions evaluated in 2011 were certified, which means that none of them are 

subject for reorganisation, consolidation of closure (Ranga, 2011). Funding for certified 

RDI units is calculated on a cost standard and is awarded on the basis of an institutional 

financing framework contract. The amount of the cost standard is determined based on 

the number of certified researchers, the quality and complexity of research infrastructure, 

and the unit’s R&D performance, including international competitions results. 56  

The study of Jongbloed (2011) shows nicely how Romania has transformed its way of 

determining the public universities’ budget. In 1995, mainly negotiation and incremental 

allocations were used. However, in 2008 formula funding became extremely important 

and also contract funding became of minor importance. Performance-related drivers in 

the funding of HEIs were categorised as important and thereby share this position with 

countries as Germany and France. Nonetheless, these conclusions only apply for 

universities, which are not the biggest research performers in Romania.  

Programmatic funding is competitively allocated and is open to the scientific and business 

community, technology transfer and innovation units, NGOs, etc. Most programmes are 

based on open calls. Project proposals are evaluated by Romanian and foreign experts in 

a peer review system, based on international selection criteria. Some programmes require 

the collaboration between public and private institutions and a co-financing share of the 

private partner.57 

8.4 Key institution in Romania 

The most important funding agency in Romania is the Executive Unit for Funding Higher 

Education, Scientific Research, Development and Innovation (UEFISCDI).  

 

                                                

55 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

56 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

57 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
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8.4.1 Executive Unit for Funding Higher Education, Scientific Research, 

Development and Innovation (UEFISCDI) 

The UEFISCDI is a public body under the authority of the Ministry of National Education in 

Romania. 

Activities and structure of the institutions 

On the UEFISCDIs website, the following tasks of the agency are mentioned:   

- to ensure the executive activity for the consultative councils with attributes in the 

domain of higher education,  research, development and innovation of the Ministry of 

National Education 

- to coordinate  programmes described in the National RDI Plan 

- to achieve and manage institutional development and projects with internal and 

international financing 

- to offer consultancy and technical assistance for elaborating and managing projects of 

the internal and international research programmes for international research, 

technological development and innovation stimulation; 

- to cooperate with other public or private, national or international institutions. 

The agency consists of five directorates, namely: Institutional Funding and Evaluation; 

Research and Human Resources Funding Programmes; Development and Innovation; 

Budget, Finance, Human Resources and Administrative Directorate; and Councils 

Secretary. 

Financing of research 

UEFISCDI is coordinating 5 of the programmes described in the National RDI Plan: Human 

Resources, Ideas, Partnerships, Innovation, and Capacities. The total budget for the 

programmes was €554360. Evaluation of the submitted proposals is done by peer review. 

Checking the eligibility criteria is done by the UEFISCDI, after which the projects are 

evaluated by experts of international recognition. The applicant may write a rebuttal, 

followed by editing of the consensus report by a reporter. A final hierarchy is settle on in 

expert panels.  

 

Example: Human Resource Programme –Sub programme Young research teams 

The purpose of this programme is to increase the number of researchers and their professional 

performances. It is open to young researchers with doctorates and to those who are working abroad 

and who are interested in leading high level research projects in Romanian institutions. There are 

no pre-defined themes and assessment criteria for the grant are the quality of the principal 

investigator as a researcher and the proposal itself. The budget is max. 166,308 euro per project. 

For projects with projects leaders from abroad this is max. 204,004 euro per project.   

Source: UEFISCDI, 2012a; UEFISCDI, 2012b 
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Example: Ideas Programme – Sub programme Exploratory Research Projects  

The Exploratory Research Projects are funded under the Ideas Programme, part of the National Plan 

for 2007-2014. The aim of the programme is supporting and promotion of fundamental, 

interdisciplinary and/or exploratory scientific research in Romania. The intended output would be 

outstanding scientific and technological results, comparable to the European level, reflected by the 

increase in international visibility and recognition of Romanian research. The programme addresses 

to internationally recognised researchers and to those who work abroad (Romanian citizens or 

foreigners) and who want to run research projects of a high scientific level in Romanian institutions. 

The budget is max. 332,616 euro per project. For project leaders from abroad this is max. 376,965 

euro per project.  Assessment points are the principal investigator as a researcher and the proposal 

itself. Until now, four competitions were organised with the following success rates:  

2007 –  34.2%; 2008 – 29.8%; 2011 -  33.4% and 2012 – 13.8%. 

Regarding the scientific themes, UEFISCDI maintains a bottom-up approach. Since the National Plan 

finishes in June 2014, next competitions will be developed under the RDI Strategy 2014-2020, at 

the end of this year. 

Source: UEFISCDI, 2012a; UEFISCDI, 2012b, personal contact 
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9 Sweden 

Sweden is a highly developed knowledge economy with an advanced R&I system that 

stands out in many respects and ranks high on many lists and indicators. It is also one of 

the countries that devotes most public resources to research, relative to its population. In 

a recent country profile as published by DG Research and Innovation it was described as 

follows: “Sweden has one of the world's highest R&D intensities. The country also 

performs very well in terms of scientific and technological excellence, with  a very positive 

evolution. The Swedish economy is very knowledge-intensive, and has achieved a 

continuous development towards a stronger high-tech and medium-high-tech composition 

and specialisation. The country has several hot-spot clusters in key technologies at 

European and world scale...” (European Commission, 2013, p. 1). The Swedish R&I 

system is characterised by funding basic research and involving universities in a large 

variety of programmes aimed at linking academia with industry and more widely 

addressing all sort of societal challenges. The Swedish public research funding system is 

biased toward HEIs at the expense of funding of PRIs and direct of firms (Empirica, 

University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). Research 

groups and individual researchers are excessively dependent on external funding. 

9.1 Statistics about performance in Sweden 

Sweden scores high regarding the Average of Relative Citations (ARC). 58  Generally 

speaking, scientific productivity of Swedish researchers, as measured by publication 

counts in leading journals, is high by international standards, as is scientific quality 

(Empirica, University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). 

Figure 22: Research performance Sweden 
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58 The Average of Relative Citations (ARC) is the observed scientific impact of papers produced in a 

given country based on the number of citations received divided by the average citation count of 

the papers in a given subfield in a given period. This adjusts for different citation patterns and 

quantities of papers produced across fields and subfields. An ARC value above 1.0 demonstrates 

that a country’s papers are cited more frequently than the world average in this research area.  
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Source: DG Research and Innovation IUC Database (based on Science-Metrix) 

9.2 Research funding system in Sweden 

Structure of the research system 

Research funding policy is primarily formulated by the Ministry of Education and 

Research, the Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communication, and the Ministry of 

Defence. These are supported by advisory bodies (RPC, IPC, ITPS). A few research 

councils are the main financers of curiosity-driven research. Research in Sweden is 

conducted at 14 universities and 25 other HEIs.59 Academic researchers play a prominent 

role: roughly one-third of Swedish researchers are employed in higher education. This 

number increased from 27.5% in 2005 to 34.4% in 2010 (OECD, 2013, p. 176). For 

junior scientists the career system can be tough.  

 

Figure 23: Structure of the Swedish research system 

 

Source: Hallonsten (2013) 

                                                

59 Information retrieved from www.vr.se 
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Funding flows 

Table 15 gives an overview of R&D funding in Sweden. HEIs receive almost 80% of their 

research funding from the government. The industry invests more than three times as 

much as central government in research and development. Swedish companies are also 

very good in getting funds from abroad. However, almost all of the R&D investment that 

comes from industry remains within the business sector and therefore government mostly 

considers and funds basic research carried out at universities (Mattsson & Astrom, 2009, 

p. 23). Proportionally speaking, total Swedish research allocations are among the highest 

in the world. Only Israel and Finland allocate more to R&D. 

Table 15: Overview R&D funding streams for Sweden in 2011. Million Krona (SEK)60 
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In 2012, according to the government website, Swedish R&D received SEK 30.33 billion 

(€ 3.4 million) in central government appropriations, equivalent to 0.85 per cent of GDP. 

Most of the state research funds go to universities and other HEIs. After a period of 

stability, R&D received an increase of SEK 5 billion (€ 560.6 million) in resources allocated 

in 2009-2012. One-third of the increase was allocated as a block grant, one-third for 

areas of special interest to society and industry, and one-third for research infrastructure 

and industry-related research (OECD 2013, p. 175). 

In the 2012 government bill on research and innovation policy, this level is increased by 

an additional SEK 4 billion (€ 448.5 million)61 up to and including 2016 (EC, 2013a, p. 

265). This is meant to improve research excellence, utilisation of research results and 

innovation. Most of these increases – directly or indirectly end up in the HEIs. In parallel 

with the 2012 Research and Innovation bill, the government adopted an Innovation 

Strategy aimed at strengthening the innovative climate. Among others, it emphasises the 

lowering of thresholds and the creation of incentives to advance different actors’ capacity 

for growth and innovation (EC, 2013b). 

Erawatch divides research funding into institutional funding, competitive funding and 

other modes of funding. In Sweden, universities are the main research performers and 

they receive 75% of their funding from the government. Much of this funding is directed 

at basic research (OECD, 2012, p. 390). A big part of HEIs funding comes from the 

government in the form of project funding. According to the 2014 Budget Bill, direct 

funding of research at universities and colleges from the Ministry of Education and 

Research will be SEK 7 521 million (€ 843 million) (Government Offices of Sweden, 

2013). Erawatch mentions an expected increase by SEK 300 million (€ 34 million) by 

2016.  

                                                

60 Currently, the exchange rate is 1 SEK = 0.11 euro (March 17). 

61 That means SEK 1735 million in 2013, SEK 2695 million in 2014, SEK 3060 million in 2015 and 

SEK 4000 million in 2016 (see also Ministry of Education and Research, 2012, p. 3). 
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Research institutes account for only a small share of publicly funded research (just 3-5% 

of GERD), which distinguishes Sweden by international comparison (EU average is 12%). 

A slight increase is observed recently (OECD, 2013). Research institutes receive SEK 350 

million (€ 39 million) from governmental sources, but the nature and disbursement of this 

funding varies significantly. Funds can be disbursed directly from the three ministries, or 

through sector agencies and semi-public research foundations. Institutional funding in 

Sweden is, however, considerably lower than in comparable nations. Institutions compete 

in open calls or turn to industry (accounts for about half of the institutes’ budget). 

Project funding is either directly disbursed from the government (43%) or is managed by 

three research councils that receive their funding from the government. The research 

councils mainly support basic research. The Swedish Research Council (VR) dominates 

with a budget of € 283 million. The other councils are the Swedish Research Council for 

Environment, Agricultural Sciences and Spatial Planning (Formas) (€ 59 million) and the 

Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research (FAS) (€ 40 million). 

The 20 sectoral research agencies fund research aimed at knowledge needs of individual 

sectors and development of society. Municipalities, county councils and regional R&D units 

allocate about SEK 2.7 billion (€ 303 million) to research and development. Private non-

profit organisations contribute SEK 2.3 billion (€ 258 million) to Swedish research. 62 

Public-private partnerships have  played an important role in Sweden, but due to 

deregulation and globalisation this working method has largely ceased. Policy instruments 

for PPP include academically or research-institute based competence centres and 

programmes funded by VINNOVA. Sweden remains among the top ten countries 

regarding participation in EU's Seventh Framework Program, FP7, with 3.8 % of the total 

EC contribution (VINNOVA, 2013). Sweden has contracted nearly SEK 9 billion (€ 864 

million) since the start of FP7 in 2007 until 2011 (25% of the total R&D funding in 

Sweden) 63 . For the 2000-2006 period, Sweden received almost €2.48b in aid from 

European funds for the development of its regions and the reconversion of zones facing 

structural difficulties. For the new national strategic reference framework programme 

period 2007-2013, Sweden has received about €1.38b (SEK 15b) in structural funds. The 

government has taken an active policy role in the financing of risk capital (OECD, 2013, p. 

24). 

The 2012 Research and Innovation Bill clearly show a strong sectoral flavour. It 

announced (further) investments in Life Sciences of 1965 million SEK over the period 

2013-2016 (Swedish Ministry of Education and Research, 2012, p. 3). 

9.3 Allocation methods of funding in Sweden 

For the MODERN project, the Center for Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS) in the 

Netherlands conducted a study of European HEI funding (Jongbloed, 2010). They 

concluded that research funding is, in addition to input measures (e.g. staff positions), 

increasingly tied to performance (publications/citations, competitive research funding) 

and strategic considerations (Jongbloed, 2010). Since 2009, this new model for allocation 

of resources is in force in which the share of university funding dependent on 

performance based indicators (Hicks, 2012). As nicely summarized by OECD (2013, p. 

175) “until 2009, state research resources directly paid to universities and colleges as 

block grants were distributed according to historically established criteria among the 38 

institutes. In 2008, the Brändström study proposed a new form of financing involving 

performance-based criteria (Jongbloed, 2009, p. 45). This was taken up in the 2009-12 

                                                

62 Information retrieved from www.vr.se 

63 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 



 The effectiveness of national research funding systems – final policy brief  

 

 117 

Research and Innovation Bill (Swedish Government, 2008, p. 23 and pp. 51-67 for more 

details). Under the new arrangements, the Swedish government announced it would 

withdraw 10% of all university block grants for R&D and would distribute them together 

with an additional 10% based on quality indicators with a view to increasing the relevance 

and competitiveness of university research. The indicators include the fraction of third-

party funding of R&D (weight factor of 50%), the number of publications (weight factor of 

25%) and the number of citations (weight index 25%). Assessments are made on a 

yearly basis at the level of the university or university college. This new model for the 

assignment of research funds is supposed to create incentives for universities and 

colleges to favour the research areas in which excellent research is already being 

performed and in which they are able to compete internationally and create a clear and 

competitive research profile (Swedish Government, 2008, p. 23)”. 

In a recent bill, HEIs autonomy is emphasized by an increase of SEK 2100 million in block 

funding (Swedish Ministry of Education and Research, 2012, p. 3). On the other hand, 

research funders receive over the 2013-2016 period in total an extra SEK 2205 for 

programmatic funding as well. One can observe a trend towards more autonomy on the 

one hand and more performance-based funding – and what is more – more detailed 

steering at the same time (Melin et al., 2013). 

Next to formula funding, direct public funding also occurs through specific research 

projects, awarded in the framework of competitive bidding procedures. Since countries 

mostly use a mix of funding options, Jongbloed (2010) assessed the importance of 

negotiation, incremental allocations, formula and contract funding in 2008 in Sweden. 

Negotiation and contracts are found to be important, formula is becoming more important 

but still has minor importance, and incremental allocations are extremely important. 

Overall, performance related funding drivers are extremely important for Sweden. 

In 2006, 34% of the university budget came from competitive research grants (the 

average in Europe was 15 to 22%) (Jongbloed, 2010). All basic research funding from 

research councils and sector agencies, as well as semi-public research foundations, is 

allocated through peer-review systems64. With a few exceptions, funding goes to Swedish 

organisations. The majority of funding is distributed as grants. Research programmes 

have become a more common form to distribute funds for research councils. Still there 

are mainly six semi-public research foundations supporting R&D that are using 

programmes as funding instruments. Research networks in the form of excellence centres 

also have become increasingly popular to distribute money. 

9.4 Key institutions in Sweden 

The Swedish Research Council (VR) is the largest research council in Sweden and the 

Swedish Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems (VINNOVA) is an important State 

agency. Both will be discussed below. 

 

9.4.1 Swedish Research Council (VR) 

The Swedish Research Council is the largest Swedish funding agency for basic research at 

Swedish universities, colleges and institutes. The Council also functions as research policy 

advisor to the government and works on research communication.65 

                                                

64 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

65 Information about the VR is retrieved from www.vr.se/inenglish/ 
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Mission and structure institution 

The VR is described as follows in Erawatch: “The Swedish Research Council is a 

government agency under the Ministry of Education, Research and Culture. The Council’s 

three main areas of responsibility are research funding, research policy and science 

communication. The Swedish Research Council provides support for basic research of the 

highest scientific quality in every field of science. The goal, as formulated by the Swedish 

Government, is to establish Sweden as a leading research nation.” 

Aside from a Board and Director the VR consists of several decision-making bodies for the 

different academic disciplines with advanced academic competence. These are: the 

Scientific Council for Humanities and Social Sciences; the Scientific Council for Medicine 

and Health; the Scientific Council for Natural and Engineering Sciences; the Committee 

for Educational Sciences; the Committee for Artistic Research and Development; the 

Committee for Development Research; and the Council for Research Infrastructures. The 

councils/committees allocate funds for research and infrastructure within their 

disciplines.66  

Activities 

The Swedish Research Council is first of all a research funder, but is also a research policy 

advisory body. A special department works on analysis, assessment and strategic matters 

in connection with research and research funding from a national and international 

perspective. Furthermore, the VR promotes research communication.67  

Financing of research 

The VR is the largest governmental research funder for basic research at the universities 

and institutes and receives around 6000 applications every year. It allocates around SEK 

5 billion (€ 560,6 million) annually by way of grants for research. In 2012, the distribution 

of funds was as follows: Natural and Engineering Sciences (31%); Research 

Infrastructures (27,5%); Medicine and Health (24%); Humanities and Social Sciences 

(12%); Educational sciences (4%); Artistic research (0,5%) and other (1%) (Swedish 

Research Council, n.d.). 

Most funding goes to projects initiated by researchers themselves. Other forms of support 

are grants for infrastructure, framework grants, project research grants for junior 

researchers, grants for half-time positions, and grants for international 

recruitment/conferences (Swedish Research Council, n.d.). 

Applications are assessed and prioritised according to four, basic, quality components: 

novelty and originality; scientific quality of the proposed research; merits of the 

applicant(s); and feasibility. This is done by peer review: an evaluation panel which 

consist of active Swedish and international expert researchers. The evaluation panel 

submits a proposed decision to the relevant scientific council or committee. Final decisions 

as to the allocation of grants are taken by the council/committee (Swedish Research 

Council, n.d.). The term of office in an evaluation panels is 1 to 6 years and the 

composition is constantly changing and adapted to different ventures. 

 

 

 

                                                

66 Information about the VR is retrieved from www.vr.se/inenglish/ 

67 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
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Examples: Project Research Grant and Framework Grant for Strategic Energy Research 

The purpose of  the Project Research Grant is to enable researchers to solve a defined research 

objective. It is open to individual researchers and will be evaluated based on general assessment 

criteria of the Swedish Research Council. Proposals for this programme are admissible by every 

area of the VR, in addition, there are specific areas (e.g. Pharmacy). No grant specific acceptance 

rate is known, but the general VR number is 14%.  

The framework grant for Energy Research (2009 – 2014) is meant to give researchers the 

opportunity to do research with significant scope and depth. It is open to individual researchers and 

will be evaluated based on general assessment criteria of the Swedish Research Council. The budget 

amounts to 40 million SEK (4.5 million euro) per year. Again, no grant specific acceptance rate is 

known, but the general VR number is 14%. This framework grant has a relatively high degree of 

control since it has rules regarding time, funding, and choice of research orientation. 

Source: Website VR 

 

9.4.2 Swedish Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems (VINNOVA) 

VINNOVA is Sweden’s innovation agency and strengthens Sweden’s innovativeness, aids 

sustainable growth and benefits society. The agency was established in 2001. 

Mission and structure institution 

VINNOVA’s mission is to promote sustainable growth by improving the conditions for 

innovations, as well as funding needs-driven research. VINNOVA is a government agency 

working under the Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications and acts as the 

national contact point for the EU Framework Programme for R&D. The agency has the 

following departments: Operational Development Division, International Collaboration and 

Networks Division, Health Division, Transport and Environment Division, Services and ICT 

Division, Manufacturing and Working Life Division, Communication Division, and the 

Administration Division.68 

Activities 

VINNOVA manages programmes aimed at strengthening Sweden’s innovativeness. The 

Erawatch website categorizes VINNOVA as a research funder and a research policy 

advisory body. Proposed measures are referred to it for consideration.  

Financing of research 

Programmes can involve funding of research that is important for industry, or companies 

applying for funds for their development projects. Some programmes require long term 

partnerships. Target groups are knowledge-intense companies, universities, colleges, 

research institutes and actors within the public sector. VINNOVA’s programmes have 

three main specialisms: Strategically important knowledge areas; Innovativeness of 

specific target groups; and Cross-border co-operation. It also invests in competence 

centres. The agency invests around SEK 2 billion per year. According to Melin et al 

(2013), VINNOVA usually demands co-funding from the private sector of at least 50% 

and manages to even realise higher levels of co-funding. Overall, around 45% of 

Vinnova’s budget goes to universities and 30% to companies. Nearly 60% of company 

funding goes to SMEs. 

                                                

68 Information retrieved from http://www.vinnova.se/en/ 
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Example: MERA programme (2005-2010) 

This programme stimulates companies working together with research groups, with the goal of 

facilitating a continued competitive automotive industry in Sweden through public and industry 

investments in research and development. Hence, it is a programmatic instrument. A budget of 305 

million SEK (34 million euro) during 2005-2008 was available of which 170 million SEK (19 million 

euro) comes from VINNOVA. Co-financing was 520 million SEK (59 million euro) by industry. In total, 

56 projects are funded. Proposals must pass an independent quality-control procedure before parties 

may request funds. 

An evaluation by Technopolis (2008) shows that the programme is a success, but to what extent is 

too soon to say. A more effective collaboration between industry and R&D providers, and positive 

effects on the actors’ competitiveness are reported. However, sometimes there is not enough 

emphasis on implementation/dissemination beyond projects. 

Source: Technopolis, 2008; VINNOVA, 2008; website VINNOVA 

 

Example: Forska&Väx (Research & Grow) (2006 – 2014) 

The purpose of this programme is to strengthen and stimulate research, development and innovation 

in Swedish SMEs and is designed for companies that are able to grow based on its R&D potential. A 

budget of 70 million SEK (8 million euro) is spread over the financial years 2013, 2014 and 2015. In 

total, more than 1000 projects are funded. In previous rounds about 20 percent of all applications 

received funding. Companies from all industries are free to choose project topics, after which 

applications are judged in competition. Projects are then prioritized on degree of innovation, benefit 

in the long term, growth, probability of success.  

According to an evaluation by CIRCLE (2010), the programme contributed to increase the size of 

R&D projects and accelerated them. Funding served as a quality marker to third parties, which is 

good for additional funding. 

Source: VINNOVA, 2008; CIRCLE, 2010; website VINNOVA 
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10 Switzerland 

The Swiss funding paradigm is strong, although its governmental system is complex. 

Swiss research policy and R&D spending is characterised by continuity and stability. Most 

funding programmes are characterised by its absence of domain-specific or industry-

specific themes. 

10.1 Statistics about performance in Switzerland 

Switzerland scores well above the EU average when looking at the Average of Relative 

Citations (ARC)69. Less information is available on the number of publications produced, 

but what is available, is above the EU average. 

Figure 24: Research performance Switzerland 
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Source: DG Research and Innovation IUC Database (based on Science-Metrix)  

Switzerland rates well with respect to human capital. According to the numbers in 

Erawatch, indicators such as shares of doctoral graduates, population with tertiary 

education, employment in knowledge-intensive services and human resources in science 

and technology all lie above the EU average. Furthermore, they all display a positive 

trend, suggesting continuing improvement. Also, the quality of the university system is 

internationally ranked very high. In the bibliometrics-based Leiden Ranking of European 

universities the first and third universities at the top are EPFL and ETHZ (CWTS, 2013). 

                                                

69 The Average of Relative Citations (ARC) is the observed scientific impact of papers produced in a 

given country based on the number of citations received divided by the average citation count of 

the papers in a given subfield in a given period. This adjusts for different citation patterns and 

quantities of papers produced across fields and subfields. An ARC value above 1.0 demonstrates 

that a country’s papers are cited more frequently than the world average in this research area.  
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Each university has an internal quality assurance programme overseen by the Rectors’ 

Conference of Swiss Universities (CRUS). The CRUS has also developed a general quality 

framework to facilitate the Bologna process. 

10.2 Research funding system in Switzerland 

Swiss public research funding has been characterised as strongly orientated towards 

universities, basic research, and generic research (Arvanitis, Seliger, & Wörter, 2011, p. 

7; OECD, 2012b, p. 395), making thematic research programmes rather the exception 

than the rule (Hotz-Hart, 2012, p. 139). The OECD STI Outlook 2012 even states that 

Swiss innovation policy has become slightly more generic between 2005 and 2010 (OECD, 

2012). Erawatch points to a mere 12% of the total budget earmarked for thematic 

programmes within the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF). 

Recently, the priority of external competitive funding, e.g. from the SNSF, EU, or 

Commission for Technology and Innovation (CTI), compared to institutional funding of 

universities has grown (Öquist & Benner, 2012, p. 55). A remarkable feature of Swiss 

public R&D funding was that, until recently, funds were not given directly to business 

enterprises. Also, no tax incentives, such as more than 100% deductibility, or other 

indirect payments for R&D and innovation were given to companies (Empirica, University 

of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). 

A setback for Switzerland can be the possible refusal to participate in Horizon 2020. 

Quoting the European Commission (2014): “As the negotiations on Switzerland’s 

association to Horizon 2020 could not be completed, Switzerland has to be considered a 

non-associated country. This means that for the 2014 calls for proposals the participation 

of Swiss entities will be in accordance with Horizon 2020 provisions governing the 

participation of third country entities”. In reaction to this, there are some temporary 

backup schemes in place in Switzerland. 

Structure of the research system 

According to the Erawatch country report (Mulatero, 2013), the Swiss research system is 

guided and monitored by the Cantonal (regional) Governments (universities and partly 

universities of applied sciences (UAS)) and by the Federal Government (Federal Institutes 

of Technology (ETHZ, EPFL, PSI, Empa, Eawag, WSL) and partly UAS). Direct funding and 

the coordination of research activities is the responsibility of the Federal Government. The 

federal research policy is designed and implemented mainly by the State Secretariat for 

Education, Research and Innovation (SERI), the ETH-Board and the Steering Committee 

(consists of important stakeholders e.g. SNSF/SNF) as far as government agency 

research is concerned. The Swiss Science and Technology Council (SSTC) is the main 

advisory body for research policy. On January 1st, 2013, the State Secretariat for 

Education and Research (SER) and the Office for Professional Education and Technology 

(OPET) merged to become the new State Secretariat for Education, Research and 

Technology (SERI) (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland 

and Dialogic, 2013). With this reform the Federal Government reallocated the 

responsibility for education and research from its Federal Department of Home Affairs 

(FDHA) to its Federal Department of Economic Affairs (FDE) becoming the Federal 

Department of Economic Affairs, Education and Research (EAER)70. This should end the 

split of responsibility for education/research and innovation at the federal level. 

The ERI-Message (Education, Research and Innovation-Message) is an important four-

year strategic plan, coordinated by SERI, for policy measures related to Research and 

Education. Within SERI, the Federal Office for Professional Education and Technology 

                                                

70 This change is not yet portrayed in Figure 25. 
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(OPET) is responsible for professional education, the coordination of the UAS and 

innovation promotion. 

Figure 25: Research funding system Switzerland 

 

Source: Mulatero (2013) 

  

The Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) and the Commission for Technology and 

Innovation (CTI) are the most important funding agencies. Universities, the UAS and a 

few research organisations are the main research performers that are funded by public 

authorities.  

Funding flows 

Switzerland has a high R&D intensity (2.87% of GDP in 2008). The share of public R&D 

funding was about 25% in 2008, private R&D expenditure was 68% and 6% came from 

abroad. In 2004 this were roughly the same numbers. Of the public R&D expenditure, 

86% goes to Higher Education.71  

                                                

71 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
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Table 16: Overview R&D funding streams for Switzerland in 2008. Million Swiss franc 

(CHF)72 
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Source: OECD 

In Switzerland, the major part of institutional funding goes to universities and with 75% 

(in 2011) institutional funding is the most important source of university finances. Public 

research organisation are also extensively funded by the federal government. 73 

Competitive project funding is distributed via the SNSF and the CTI with a consistent 

funding of about 8% of university resources. The SNSF distributed €594 million in 2011 

for basic research and the CTI spent about €80 million in 2010 on applied research and 

development projects involving both universities and industry.  

The ERI-message for the period 2013-2016 aims at increasing the amount of grant 

funding awarded on a competitive basis for research and innovation. The Federal Council 

aims at a growth rate of expenditures for education, research and innovation of 3.7 % per 

year (EC, 2013). Also retrieved from the ERI-message, the budget for contract research 

funded by the federal ministries amounts to a total of €715 million. For the period 2008-

2011 this amount was about €700 million. Most of these contract funds are for research in 

agriculture and environment, energy, development and peace building. Furthermore, 

most universities or research organisations also make use of public private partnerships. 

Regarding international funding sources, Switzerland participates in FP7 in which its 

researchers are very successful in acquiring project funding. Until 2009, 945 Swiss 

research groups have participated in 725 research projects, amounting to €432 million. 

About 70% of these were acquired by the higher education sector. Information and 

communication technology as a thematic orientation dominates (€104 million), followed 

by health (€58 million) and nanotechnology (€46 million).74 

10.3 Allocation methods of funding in Switzerland 

Funding in Switzerland is mainly channelled through institutional funding and in 

accordance with the ERI-Message nearly all of the remaining funds are channelled in a 

bottom-up approach. This means that, next to, institutional block grants, targeted grants 

distributed in a peer-reviewed evaluation processes administered by two independent 

agencies (SNSF and CTI) are also distributed in a bottom-up approach within each topic. 

Swiss policy thus provides little thematic steering, but focuses on providing favourable 

framework conditions for research and innovation. This strategy has remained largely 

constant over the last ten years (Mulatero, 2013). 

Regarding funding directly obtained from the government (institutional funding), 

incremental funding is of major importance in Switzerland, but also negotiation and 

formula have become more important when the year 2008 is compared to the year 1995. 

                                                

72 Currently, the exchange rate is 1 CHF = 0.82 euro (March, 17). 

73 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

74 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
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Contract funding is of minor importance. Performance-related funding drivers became a 

little bit more important in 2008, compared to 1995, but are still only of minor importance 

in Switzerland (Jongbloed, 2011). Thereby, institutional funding mainly depends on the 

political process, and not on performance assessment. However, performance might have 

an indirect effect on the budgets decided upon in the political process.  

Funding allocation agencies distribute funds using peer-reviews processes. International 

experts evaluate project proposals. In 2011, of the €594 million SNSF budget, 88.9% was 

allocated in a bottom-up approach. The remaining funds are allocated using two 

instruments with thematic specifications: National Research Programmes (NRP) and 

National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR). The promotional activities of the CTI 

are also on the “bottom up” approach.75 

Interestingly, until recently funds from the CTI were exclusively given to a research 

organisation, requiring co-funding of private companies. This principle was relaxed 

temporarily in 2011, when the parliament decided to roll out CHF 100 million (approx. € 

80 million) additional innovation funds via CTI without requesting private co-funding, as a 

relief measure for companies affected by the strong Swiss Franc (special measure 

“Starker Franken”) (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland 

and Dialogic, 2013).  

Innovation funding can also be obtained from cantonal sources. Many if not all of the 26 

Swiss cantons have separate funding schemes which frequently also include support to 

R&D or other innovation activities. Though cantonal institutions might adopt the federal 

funding principles,76 this is not always the case, reducing overall system transparency 

(Empirica, University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). 

10.4 Key institutions in Switzerland 

The Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) funds basic research while the Commission 

for Technology and Innovation (CTI) promotes innovation. 

 

10.4.1 Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) 

The SNSF is Switzerland’s foremost institution in the promotion of scientific research. The 

focus is on basic research, part of which may be geared to practical application. 

Mission and structure institution 

The SNSF’s tasks are to fund basic research, promote young scientists and strengthening 

Swiss research as a whole. According to its website, the foundation’s strategic goals are 

to:  

 Support high-quality research as well as researchers in their quest for excellence. 

 Bring research funding closer into line with the researchers' needs. 

 Support the spread of knowledge in society, the economy and politics and 

demonstrate the value of research. 

The SNSF is established as a private foundation mandated by the federal government. 

The organisation is composed of a Foundation Council, its Executive Committee, 

Commissions at HEIs, the National Research Council and administrative offices. The 

National Research Council is composed of distinguished researchers who mostly work at 

                                                

75 Information retrieved from http://erawatch.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 

76  For instance, the Research Fund Aargau explicitly points to the CTI guidelines for its own funding 

programme (http://www.forschungsfond-aargau.ch/1001.aspx). 

http://www.forschungsfond-aargau.ch/1001.aspx
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Swiss HEIs. They evaluates several thousand applications each year and makes funding 

decisions. The Administrative Offices support and coordinate the activities of the councils 

and commissions, by for example obtain and evaluate external reviews of grant 

applications. For both the National Research Council and the Administrative Offices, there 

are research funding divisions: Humanities and Social Sciences; Mathematics, Natural and 

Engineering Sciences; Biology and Medicine; and Programmes (NRP and NCCR). In 

addition, there are specialised committees and commissions.77   

Activities 

The SNSF is first of all a research funder, but can also be considered as a research 

policymaker. It comments on relevant policy issues and plays an active part in shaping 

research funding in Switzerland. There Multi-Year Programme defines the principal 

themes for research promotion and is submitted to the federal authorities for a relevant 

period. It is than considered in the ERI-Message and forms the basis on which the SNSF 

receives funds.78  

Financing of research 

In 2012, the SNSF granted funding to the total value of CHF 755 million (€619 million)  to 

support over 3,500 research projects. The distribution of the approved amounts were as 

follows: 24% humanities and social sciences; 35% mathematics, natural and engineering 

sciences; 41% biology and medicine (SNSF, 2012). In 2013, more than half of the budget 

(51%) was allocated to the SNSF’s main funding scheme: project funding. Other 

destinations were programmes (20%), careers (22%), and infrastructures (7%) (personal 

communication).  

When submitting a proposal, in most cases, first the Administrative Offices check whether 

the requirements have been met, then the applications are assessed by external experts. 

Subsequently, members of the Research Council assess and mark them based on the 

external reviews. A recommendation follows and the Presiding Board of the Research 

Council examines the process and endorses the provisional decision (SNSF, 2012b). 

Important SNSF programmes are the National Research Programmes (NRPs). They are 

meant to study problems of societal, political and economic importance for Switzerland. 

The topics are prescribed by the Federal Council. Currently there are 12 NRPs. The 

individual research projects and groups work towards a predefined overall goal. 

Knowledge and technology transfer are of great importance (SNSF, 2012a). NRPs are 

featured as a whole in one of the textboxes below.  

 

Example: Project funding 

Project funding is aimed at experienced researchers based in Switzerland and researchers working at 

specific Swiss research institutions abroad and is available for all disciplines. Topics are selected by 

the researchers. In 2012, a total of 391,4 CHF million (322 million euro) was spent. Proposals are 

assessed on the following criteria: Scientific value and relevance, Originality of research objectives, 

Adequacy of methodical approach, Feasibility, Scientific track record of the applicants, Applicants' 

expertise in relation to the project. A total of 2221 applications were submitted in 2012, of which 

1206 were approved (success rate of 54%). 

Source: SNSF, 2012a; website SNSF 

                                                

77 Information retrieved from http://www.snf.ch/en/ 

78 Information retrieved from http://www.snf.ch/en/ 
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Example: National Research Programmes (NRP) 

NRPs are meant to contribute to the solution of important contemporary problems and have pre-

defined thematic and conceptual/organisational parameters. An NRP has a budget of 5 to 20 million 

CHF. In 2012, 8,3 million CHF (6,8 million euro) were spent. Of the 72 applications submitted in 

2012, 19 were approved, making the success rate 26%. Assessment criteria are the same as used 

for project funding, plus it is assessed if the proposals fit within the programme. 

Source: SNSF, 2012a; website SNSF 

 

10.4.2 Commission for Technology and Innovation (CTI) 

The CTI is the Confederation's innovation promotion agency and promotes applied 

research and development projects involving both HEIs and industry. As of January 1st 

2011, its legal status is reformed based on the new Federal Act on the Promotion of 

Research and Innovation (FIFG), establishing it as a separate federal agency and 

increasing its status and autonomy (Arvanitis, Seliger, & Wörter, 2011, p. 14). 

Mission and structure institution 

The CTI’s mission is to promote knowledge-based innovation in Switzerland with financial, 

advisory, and network support for the benefit of the economy. The goal is to turn 

scientific research into economic output relevant for Switzerland (CTI, 2013a).  

The CTI is headed by a President and has three funding areas that from the structural 

framework of the organisation. These are R&D Project promotion (with the divisions 

Enabling Sciences, Life Sciences, Engineering Sciences, and Micro- and 

Nanotechnologies), Start-up and entrepreneurship, and  knowledge and technology 

transfer (KTT) support. Furthermore, the CTI Secretariat handles the administrative and 

organisational work.79  

As the OECD has noted in its innovation policy review on Switzerland in 2006 (pp. 117-

118), knowledge and technology transfer (KTT) policies lead to high expectations in 

regard to their impact. Since basis research (and to lesser extent applied research) is the 

main target of innovation funding, the transfer to generating economic effects seems 

important (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and 

Dialogic, 2013). In 2005, five KTT consortia were introduced with the aim of reinforcing 

universities’ KTT capacities. Evaluation showed, however, that the overall aim was not 

reached (Polt & Stampfer, 2006; Stehnken et al., 2010). The revision and re-launch of 

KTT policy started in 2011, establishing Innovation mentors, National thematic networks 

and Physical and web-based platforms with a more national dimension (Empirica, 

University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). 

A small measure, the CTI innovation cheque, was started in 2009. SMEs can apply for a 

cheque of approximately CHF 7500 (€ 5000) to obtain R&D services from a public 

research institute. The CTI has a budget of CHF 1m (€ 800,000) for this scheme resulting 

in 133 cheques per year. An evaluation of the first issued vouchers found that the 

majority of funded firms were small (less than 25 employees) but innovative i.e. the 

scheme is not appropriate to make non-innovative firms innovative, but it increases the 

R&D and innovation activities of innovative SMEs (Good & Tiefenthaler, 2011). 

Conclusions are that firms would have not done the projects without the vouchers or they 

would have done them in a different way. Learning effects result as well, above all how to 

                                                

79 Information retrieved from http://www.kti.admin.ch/ 
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formally collaborate with research institutes (Empirica, University of Applied Sciences 

Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). 

Activities 

Following the Erawatch classification, CTI is the most important funding institution for 

applied research in Switzerland, but also acts as a research policymaker. The CTI is part 

of the Federal Office for Professional Education and Technology (OPET) and is involved in 

preparing the ERI-message. 

Financing of research 

The bulk of CTI funding for innovation is generic, but the agency has run a number of 

thematic programmes over the years as well. Currently, the focus of federal support lies 

on the areas Energy (also in SNSF-programmes) and Cleantech (Empirica, University of 

Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland and Dialogic, 2013). Discussed as one of the 

examples in the textbox below are the energy competence centres for which thematic 

proposals can be submitted. In 2012, the CTI funded CHF 154,7 million (€127 million) 

distributed as follows (CTI, 2013b): 

Table 17. Distribution of CTI funding 

Theme Topic Amount of funding (in CHF)  

R&D Project promotion Enabling Sciences CHF m 36,3  

 Life Sciences CHF m 31,4 

 Engineering Sciences CHF m 45,3 

 Micro- and Nanotechnologies CHF m 21,8 

Start-up and 

entrepreneurship 

 CHF m 9,7 

KTT Support  CHF m 4,0 

Other  CHF m 6,2 

Most of the participating companies are SMEs. Of the funded research institutes around 

48% of funding went to universities of applied sciences, 32% to the ETH Domain and 

15% to universities. The overall acceptance rate of applications within R&D Project 

promotion is 47%.   

The CTI process is mainly based on a “bottom up” approach. Projects start with an idea 

and after submission CTI processes it. First the proposal is formally checked, than it is 

evaluated by the CTI experts, who also make the decision to accept the proposal or not. 

Experts in the Project divisions are elected by the Federal Council. Within R&D Projects, at 

least one company and one ‘non-for-profit’ research institution are involved. As a general 

rule, industry partners cover at least 50% of the project costs. CTI pays only the 

academic partner.80 

Erawatch mentions CTI’s general guidelines for project evaluation. These are the 

competence profile of the applicants, commercial-technical goals, business-plan, property 

rights, and the focus on innovations. 

 

 

 

 

                                                

80 Information retrieved from http://www.kti.admin.ch/ 
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Examples: Medtech initiative & Swiss Competence Centre for Energy Research 

The purpose of the Medtech initiative (part of Life Sciences – R&D project promotion, 1997 – 

present) is to support the innovation and competitiveness of Swiss medical technology and to 

promote the transfer of knowledge between laboratories and the medical technology industry. 

Companies and research groups can apply. The programme follows a bottom-up approach and 

projects are assessed on general guidelines mentioned above. Since 1997, 150 projects were 

funded. The acceptance rate was 63% in 2003. In total, CTI has invested 50 million CHF (41 million 

euro). Added to the industry investment it results in over 120 million CHF (99 million euro) of 

funds. Sturn et al. (2005) evaluated the programme and conclude that the funding scheme has 

presumably obtained additional effects, the largest part of which would not have occurred without 

it.  

The Center for Energy Research (SSER, 2013 - present) is a national association of higher education 

institutions and cooperation partners from industry and public administration in one particular area 

of action. Its goal is to find solutions to problems arising from the energy revolution. In general, the 

bids are evaluated on the basis of the competence centre’s expected importance and contribution to 

the energy revolution. The budget is 72 million CHF (59 million euro) for the development of 

competence centers between 2013 and 2016. The SCCERs are required to match these funds with 

their own money and funds received from businesses. This instrument is extremely programmatic, 

since the theme (Energy research) and topic (seven action areas) are predefined. 

Source: Sturm et al. (2005), CTI (2011), CTI (2013c) and the website of CTI 

 


