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Executive summary  

Globalisation of higher education and research has made it increasingly difficult to distinguish 

development assistance to research from other types of funding mechanisms for research. 

Traditionally, development assistance and innovation and research have been separate policy 

fields, however there are indications that this is changing due to the increased internationalisation 

of research and innovation.  In the Swedish context, two of the most important actions indicating 

this shift are the management of development assistance directed to Swedish based researchers 

being under the mandate of the Swedish Research Council since 2012 and that the Ministry of 

Education now has the directive to evaluate all public funding to research. These changes call for 

the need to increase the understanding of how these two policy fields inform each other, since a 

lack of coherence across research policy and development assistance can result in measures or 

decisions in a given sphere that counteract or nullify the government’s attempts in another.  

A detailed description of Sweden’s R&D system can be found in the OECD Innovation Review of 

Sweden (2012). However, an up-to-date overview of Swedish Development Assistance to research 

is missing. This report aims to fill this gap by providing an overview of the main changes in the 

research funding landscape over the past 15-20 years in the current governance context of Swedish 

development assistance to research.  

The Swedish government has supported development assistance to research for 37 years. The 

organisation of the support has shifted over the years but the main areas of support have remained 

the same.  

In short, the support to research cooperation has the following objectives:   

 support the development of research systems in partner countries 

 support the creation of valuable research results for development 

 improve research links between Sweden and developing countries 

 generate a dynamic research network  

 provide Sida and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs with important information in the fight 

against poverty. 

 

The Strategy for Sida’s support to research cooperation 2011-2014 provides direction for research 

activities and information on how to organise research cooperation. The strategy does not specify 

thematic and disciplinary areas, although at times the government decides on specific priorities in 

the annual letter of appropriation. Today, support is channelled through bilateral cooperation, 

supporting research cooperation in Bolivia, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda, 

and regional and global organisations in addition to the Swedish research base managed by the 

Swedish Research Council.  

Sida is one of the few partners in development assistance that provides holistic long-term support 

with the view to improving country research systems and institutions in Africa, Asia and Latin 

America.  The Swedish parliament recognises the important role of universities in producing self-

generative knowledge. All other institutions of the knowledge economy are dependent upon a 
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vibrant university sector which only occurs successfully in counties which have a stable PhD 

producing university sector. 

The comparative advantage of Sida’s research cooperation is that it has the mandate to support 

internationalisation by allocating resources outside Sweden. This is a great advantage in the 

current global research landscape since most R&D funding is distributed nationally while cutting 

edge research now takes place in transnational research networks. 

Sida’s long-term support to specific countries’ research systems is an important cornerstone in 

research cooperation. The questions are, however, to what extent the current budget allocations 

and the design of the funding mechanisms ensure high research quality and contribute to 

strengthening countries’ abilities to develop self-generative research production? Furthermore, 

what specific research objectives does the support to global and regional organisations aim to 

achieve? At present Sida extends funding to a relatively large number of organisations that further 

distribute the funding meaning that it is difficult to get an overview of the different objectives of the 

research funding mechanisms and the interaction with other funding instruments and modalities 

that target themes such as internationalisation, career advancement, blue sky research, strategic 

research, collaboration with industry/public sector, commercialisation of academic research in 

specific thematic areas or disciplines in the current research portfolio.  

Strategic questions for the future 

 What can be done to ensure synergies between development assistance and the overall 

publically funded research landscape in Sweden? What are the opportunities and challenges 

with these approaches?  

 

 What role can research relevant for development play in informing strategic decisions in 

other policy areas e.g. health, agriculture, energy and transport in line with the Policy for 

Global Development? What are the opportunities and challenges of these approaches?  

 

 What role can research relevant for development play in informing strategic decisions in 

Swedish Development Assistance? What are the opportunities and challenges of these 

approaches?  

 

 What are the options for improving the support to knowledge generation capacity in 

developing countries? What are the advantages and disadvantages of these approaches? 

 

 What are the options for supporting cutting edge research relevant for development in 

Sweden and internationally? What are the advantages and disadvantages of these 

approaches? 

 

 What are the opportunities and challenges to linking development assistance to joint 

programme initiatives more closely?  
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1. Introduction and objective  

The coherence between R&D investments and development assistance to research has emerged as 

an important policy area, since increased internationalisation of higher education and research has 

had the effect of making it increasingly difficult to distinguish development assistance to research 

from other forms of R&D funding (Jacob, 2013 and Olsson and Cooke, 2013). 

In the Swedish policy setting, this is even further accentuated by the fact that the Swedish 

government decided to move the management of the Development Research Programme directed 

at Swedish based researchers (U-Forsk),1 from Sida to the Swedish Research Council. Furthermore, 

the Ministry of Education now has the mandate to evaluate all public funding to research, including 

Sida’s research cooperation. 

The changes in governance, management and evaluation of development assistance for research 

suggest that there is a need to increase the understanding of innovation and research policy on one 

hand and development assistance on the other in the shifting global and national landscape  since a 

lack of coherence poses the risk that measures or decisions in a given sphere will counteract or 

nullify the government’s attempts and progress in promoting global development and poverty 

reduction. In line with the Global Policy for Development, adopted in 2003 by the Swedish 

parliament, this is a policy matter for the whole government and its agencies. 2 

This case study on Swedish Development Assistance to research aims to:  

 Contextualise and identify the current funding instruments and modalities used in Swedish 

Development Assistance to research and  

 Identify opportunities and challenges of the current instruments and modalities, with the 

view to deliver excellent research of relevance for development in coherence with other 

support that is relevant for development.  

A detailed description of Sweden´s R&D system can be found in the OECD Innovation Review of 

Sweden (2012). However, an up-to-date overview of Swedish Development Assistance to research 

is missing, which this report aims to provide.  

This reports draws on the results from OECD/IHERD reports that have been commissioned as a 

part of the OECD project on Innovation, Higher Education and Research for Development (IHERD), 

financed by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida). These are:  

 Report on funding mechanisms and modalities (Jacob, 2013),  

 The evolving path for strengthening research and innovation policy for development (Olsson 

and Cooke, 2013) 

 

 

                                                           
1 This programme directs project support to Swedish based research 

2 http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/10423 
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This case study is structured in the following way:  

 Presents an overview of the main changes in the research funding landscape over the past 

15-20 years. 

 Provides an overview of the current mechanisms and objectives in the support to research  

 Provides an overall picture of the governance of Sweden’s international development 

assistance and the implications for Sida’s research cooperation  

 Gives an overview of the funding instruments and modalities of Sida’s research cooperation 

and identifies strategic areas for the future. 

 

 

2. Implications of the knowledge economy on research and innovation 
policy  

Research and innovation policy 

The introduction of the knowledge economy has had qualitative implications for the way in which 

countries pursue economic development planning. One of the more significant consequences has 

been the attempt to integrate higher education and research systems into macroeconomic policies 

to stimulate technological renewal (research and innovation policy). During the past 20 years, the 

general trend has been to combine research and innovation in the same policy package. Research 

and innovation policy now differs radically from previous generations of science and technology 

policy in three key respects that resonate well with the needs of low and middle-income countries.  

 

These are that it:  

 emphasises the need for universities and other public research providers to pursue 

research agendas that are anchored in the needs of the society which they inhabit  

 promotes public-private partnerships as a key mechanism for achieving linkages between 

the economy and higher education and research  

 embraces an innovation system perspective.  

 

In developing countries that are in the early stages of development, the focus on innovation systems 

has been exacerbated by the fact that many lack the necessary institutional apparatus required for 

the model to be a relevant point of departure for planning and designing policies. Thus, policy 

measures that strengthen higher education and research institutions are of importance to policy 

makers in developing countries.  

Definition of capacity-building in research and higher education  

There is no single definition of capacity building in research and higher education. Over the years 

however a general understanding has developed whereby “capacity is [the] ability of individuals, 

organisations and systems to perform appropriate functions efficiently, effectively and sustainably” 

(UNESCO, 2005). In the development context this has come to define the way individuals, groups, 
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institutions and societies strengthen their ability to perform core functions, solve problems and 

formulate and achieve objectives on the one hand, and to understand and deal with their 

development needs in a broad context and sustainable manner on the other (UNESCO, 2005; UNDP, 

1997).  

Capacity building in the research and higher education sector is crucial to all other sectors in that 

society (Bloom and Canning, 2005; Meek et al., 2009). This is an important point in the context of 

developing countries since public investment in research is often torn between (at least) two main 

goals; scientific goals, usually expressed as a desire to achieve international recognition and 

academic standing in branches of science, and social goals, which denote the aspiration to 

strengthen industrial capacity, educate the national workforce, including its leaders and decision 

makers, and address national challenges (Meek et al., 2009). This simple duality however is 

confounded by the argument that scientific capacity is a social goal and a key component of 

sustainable development and general social and institutional capacity building in developing 

countries. Kearney (2009) outlines seven values that stem from research investments that may lead 

to social and economic capacity benefits:  

 Contacts with international research  

 Provision of local analysis and advice  

 Identification of relevant research agendas  

 Critical thinking in higher education  

 Evidence-based criticism and debate for policy making  

 Capacity to train future generations of researchers  

 Stimulation of national innovation systems  

The typical situation of developing countries is that research capacity is centralised at the larger 

higher education institutions, which are often the engines of local knowledge development and 

natural leaders of their own evolving academic systems. They then assume responsibility for 

fostering the national commitment to research, promoting a culture of inquiry, developing the 

capacity to utilise international research results, and assuring the acquisition of research skills. The 

business sector, especially in low-income countries, plays an insignificant role in these processes.  

National and international research institutes and laboratories are other important research 

performers in developing countries. They typically conduct research in sectors that are considered 

priorities such as agriculture and health. The missions vary but they usually include applied 

research in specific niches, technology transfer and technology commercialisation and competence 

development of industry and policy makers. Other research performers include both governmental 

and non-governmental organisations. 
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3. Global trends of funding instruments and modalities to research 

 

The emergence of the knowledge society as a key motif of economic development and welfare has 

increased the focus on science and organisations that produce and fund science. One of the more 

significant impacts of this shift has been an increase in the proportion of funds competitively 

allocated to research. Another is the move towards increased research collaboration and 

internationalisation. For these and other reasons, research-funding instruments (arrangements for 

allocating money to research groups, individuals and organisations) and modalities (practical 

arrangements for implementing research-funding instruments) have become strategic issues in 

science, technology and innovation policy. 

What are research-funding instruments? A research-funding instrument is taken to mean an 

arrangement for financing or disbursing money to research performers.3 A research performer may 

be an organisation, an individual, a group of organisations or a group of individuals employed at 

different organisations. The most common types of research-funding instruments are block grants, 

projects and programmes. Some research funders may also employ additional instruments such as 

vouchers, grants and stipends. Funders that fund not only research, but also innovation activities 

close to research, most commonly use the last three. For example, many research funders now 

provide proof of concept funding. This is funding to support work required to demonstrate the 

commercial potential of a research finding. Typical activities included in proof of concept funding 

are business plan preparation and patent applications. Many funders refer to proof of concept 

funding as a grant rather than a project, although there is frequently little difference between these 

two instruments, with the exception that grants almost always come free of co-funding 

requirements.  

Research funding is fairly standardised at least with respect to the types of instruments available to 

the funder. As a result, there is considerable overlap between the instruments deployed by public 

actors and private research foundations. Furthermore, corporate R&D also uses similar 

instruments. Regardless of the funder or the level at which the funding is distributed, funding will 

be allocated either for a project, a programme or, in the case of block grants, as direct budgeting 

support for salaries. 

Project funding: the most well-known instrument, seen as a generic denotation for all types of 

competitive fixed-term resource allocation. Projects are usually short to medium-term and funding 

is allocated competitively. They have well-defined target groups and usually require the recipient to 

give a detailed account of objectives, potential results and beneficiaries, as well as a time frame.  

Programme funding of a longer term nature: usually refers to a portfolio of projects grouped 

together under one theme and conducted by a collaborating group of actors. Research funders may 

                                                           
3 A further ambiguity is that funders may employ different terminology to describe the same instrument. For 

instance, it is not uncommon to use the term “research grant” as a collective designation for all types of 

competitively allocated research funding. Thus a grant may in reality constitute funding for a project, 

programme or even a stipend.  
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use the term to describe either a group of projects administered under a single heading or a group 

of projects from the recipient perspective.  

Grant: a term that may refer to a specific instrument or to funding instruments in general. In its 

specific form, a grant differs from a project in terms of the degree of freedom allowed to the 

recipient and the degree of administration required by the funder. Many charitable foundations 

employ this instrument, but ministries and research councils may also make limited use of grants.  

Stipend: a form of funding that usually does not have a detailed reporting component. It may be 

used as a complement to another funding instrument or as a stand-alone arrangement. Stipends are 

used mostly for the allocation of small sums and are often not renewed. Some funders use stipends 

to subsidise scientific trips or purchase small-scale equipment among others.  

Voucher: essentially an undertaking by the funder to reimburse a third party for expenses 

undertaken on behalf of the recipient.  

What are the funding modalities?  

The term modality may be defined as the means or specifications used to operationalise/implement a 

funding instrument. Research funders employ a very limited number of funding instruments. 

Funders choose to meet new needs and purposes by customising existing instruments to new 

purposes as they arise. These differentiations are made at the level of requirements, terms of 

reference and so on. Modality is the term used to refer to these differentiations during 

implementation.  

There are a range of framework conditions that determine the kinds of modalities available to a 

funder. These conditions may be divided into level 1 and level 2. Level 1 conditions refer to legal 

and structural issues such as the governance structure of the funding body, its mission, the nature 

of the R&D system it operates within, etc.  For example, Sida operates under a different set of 

conditions from the Swedish Research Council. Level 1 conditions influence operational issues such 

as modalities through their framing of possibilities for example potential recipients of funds, 

reporting regimes, etc.  

Level 2 conditions refer to the operational aspects of the funding. These types of conditions are 

shaped by Level 1 factors and the objectives of the funding. For instance, if the funder wants to 

promote internationalisation, it would hardly be worthwhile restricting the call to national 

recipients. Funders may however need to develop modalities that in principle allow them to 

circumnavigate Level 1 conditions. Internationalisation is a good funding objective to illustrate this. 

Most public research funders are not mandated to disburse funds to foreign bodies or nationals. A 

call to promote internationalisation in such a context would then employ the modality of requiring 

that foreign recipients be employed or partnered with a national body. 
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Common types of modalities: 

 One step call  - Open call, no or very few limits on type of topics e.g. call for research in the 

natural sciences or humanities 

 One step call - Thematic, for example global challenges 

 Two-step call - no limits on topics, very brief proposals in first step, 2nd step full proposal 

 Two-step call - thematic focus, very brief proposals in first step, 2nd step full proposal 

 Restricted eligibility – proposals must include specific partners e.g. firms, public sector 

actors, international partners 

 Co-financing – Applicants must be able to finance a previously agreed percentage of costs of 

the proposed research to be eligible for funding 

 

Objectives of research funding  

Research funding instruments are often non-exclusive with the same instrument being employed 

for several purposes. Different purposes may also be clustered. The standard minimum set of 

objectives for research and innovation funding includes: 

Internationalisation: funding dedicated to promoting contacts over national borders. This is usually 

a blend of strategic-oriented funding aimed at inducing specific types of internationalisation goals, 

historical and foreign policy linkages, aid and development policy goals and so on. This type of 

funding can have an important strategic dimension when connected to issues such as access to 

large-scale research infrastructure, for example CERN (OECD, 2008).  

Career advancement: funding aimed at young scholars, usually recent PhD graduates. This funding 

objective excludes PhD students because in most countries PhD education is treated as part of the 

tertiary education system. Career advancement is therefore strictly defined as promoting the choice 

of research as a career after the PhD. Career advancement may also include special funding to 

promote the recruitment of disadvantaged groups or may be combined with internationalisation to 

promote the inflow of highly skilled labour. This category of funding may also incorporate an upper 

age limit (usually 40) beyond which the scholar is not eligible.  

Career renewal: a new objective in many countries. During the era in which block grants dominated, 

it was assumed that universities, research institutes or national labs would take care of this 

function via their core funding. The increasing emphasis on internationalisation as well as the 

interest in stimulating university-industry collaboration has led research funders, such as the 

European Union, to include career renewal as a separate objective. A second motivation for this 

funding objective is to renew the skills of scholars who may have been less research active or 

lacked access to research possibilities.  

Capacity building (blue sky research, science driven): usually reserved for funding directed at basic 

science research that is curiosity driven or intended to promote the development of a specific field 

or competence (e.g. nano technology, ICT, materials science). Countries may also choose to build 
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capacity in a specific area of generic research (e.g. biotechnology) or a particular niche 

(e.g. agriculture-related bio-science).  

Strategic research:4 funding aimed at stimulating the research and innovation community to 

address a specific pre-defined area or areas of focus identified as a national priority. Funding 

intended to promote research on major challenges may be included in this category. 

Collaboration with industry/public sector: promotes joint ventures between public research 

performers, industry and/or public sector. This may be intended to upgrade skills in industry, 

promote specific technological foci (e.g. precompetitive consortia) or address strategic priorities 

(e.g. major challenges). 

Commercialisation of academic research: funding intended to promote science-based 

entrepreneurship. This category may include infrastructural support for entities such as technology 

transfer units, entrepreneurship courses, incubators and venture capital for university-based start-

ups, as well as research and education. 

Cooperation amongst funders of research  

One of the most significant developments in research funding is the heightened importance and 

means of international collaboration. International collaboration has moved from being an optional 

issue to an imperative for achieving national science, technology and innovation policy goals. 

Furthermore, the nature of collaboration has changed: previously, international collaboration 

focused almost exclusively on the research community and on mobility from middle and low 

income countries to high income countries; at present, international collaboration includes 

cooperation among research funders (e.g. through joint programming and ERA-NET instruments). 

Several emerging economies such as Brazil, India and South Africa are employing international 

collaboration instruments aimed at South-South collaboration.  

Emergence of research funding as a strategic area 

Looked at from this perspective, research financing becomes a complicated and perhaps rather 

technical affair. Focus has hitherto lain on examining only certain aspects of funding (e.g. evaluation 

models). However, recent attempts across all countries to adopt a more strategic attitude to public 

R&D funding suggests that there is increasing recognition of the need to develop a knowledge base, 

which can be used as a basis for identifying best practices and sustainable policy. More importantly, 

the larger the share of public R&D funding allocated through competitive means, the higher the 

costs of governance of the system. It is at this point that detailed knowledge of the pros and cons of 

different types of modalities becomes indispensable to funders (Guston, 2008; OECD, 2011).  

 

                                                           
4 This is also referred to in some contexts as targeted research; however, funders more commonly employ the 

term used in the text. In addition, all research funding is effectively targeted, which renders this terminology 

rather ambiguous.  
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4. Governance structure of Sweden’s international development 
assistance and its implications on research cooperation  

 

Sida’s research cooperation follows the framework conditions which determine the kinds of 

modalities available to support research. These involve legal and structural issues such as the 

governance structure of the funding body, its mission and the nature of the R&D system it operates 

within.  These influence operational issues such as modalities through their framing of possibilities 

for example potential recipients of funds, reporting regimes, etc. 

 

The following section will provide an overview of Swedish development assistance followed by an 

overview of Sida’s research portfolio.  

Snapshot of Swedish development assistance5 

The overall objective of international development cooperation is to help create opportunities for 

poor people to improve their lives. In 2012, Sweden’s total budget for development assistance was 

4.1 billion euro,6 which constitutes 1% of gross national income (GNI). 

In addition to Sida, key actors in Swedish official international development assistance include the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Nordic Africa Institute, Folke Bernadotte Academy, Swedish 

National Audit Office, the Swedish Agency for Development Evaluation7 and actors working on 

reforms in Eastern Europe. The total budget of these actors was 3.49 billion Euros out of which Sida 

administered 1.09 billion  

Sida’s mandate 

The Swedish government decides on the regulation of Sida and gives instructions on an annual 

basis stated in a letter of appropriation. As a governmental agency, Sida also follows other relevant 

governmental regulations and individual governmental decisions.8 

The priorities set by the government are reflected in the planning and implementation of 

interventions and programmes. These priorities are also echoed in the dialogue on partner 

countries’ national strategies to fight poverty. 

Sida is responsible for managing grants and other financial support to partners in international 

development assistance, humanitarian aid and cooperation on reforms in Eastern Europe.   

                                                           
5 http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/2355/a/50276  

6 1 euro is estimated to 8.66 Swedish crowns  

7 The Government has decided to close this agency and replace it with an expert group for evaluation and 
analysis of Swedish international development assistance.  

8 The current regulation for Sida is Förordning (2010:1080) 

http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/2355/a/50276
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Delegation of authorities to prioritise, act and evaluate9  

Sida’s activities are decided by the board consisting of seven representatives appointed by the 

government. The Director General is included in the board as well as two staff representatives. The 

Director General cannot be the president or the vice president of the board. In addition, Sida has an 

Advisory Council for Research Cooperation that is appointed by the government.  

The work of the Director General and the board is supported by the Director General’s Office, 10 

different Departments and Internal Audit.10 Internal Audit works under the supervision of the 

Director General but follows the instructions of the board and reports directly to it. The 

Departments are further divided into units led by Heads of Units.  

The executive decision for granting proposals is made by the Head of the Unit for funding 

contributions below 5.77 million Euros, the Director of Departments for funding contributions 

above 5.77 million Euros but less than 23.09 million Euros. The Secretary General and the Deputy 

Secretary General have the authority to decide on funding contributions above 23.09 million Euros 

but less than 57.73 million Euros. Large scale financial contributions above 57.73 million Euros are 

granted by Sida’s board. In the case of bilateral and regional cooperation embassies decide on 

funding contributions of up 23.09 million Euros. 

 

Funding instruments and modalities  

Sweden utilises six types of funding instruments in its bilateral, regional and global support, 

notably budget support to governments, core support (block funding) to organisations, programme, 

project support, loans and guarantees. The modalities of implementation of these instruments vary 

across departments and programmes.  

 

Across the board, the following areas should be assessed by Sida as a tool for dialogue before being 

granted support:  

 Organisational capacity: This includes the organisation’s ability to monitor and evaluate, 

follow up and manage results. In addition, financial management and control functions are 

assessed.  

 Results: Objectives should be presented in a narrative text and in a local framework matrix. 

Sida assesses the intervention logic linkages between the result chain logic, the likelihood 

that the results will be achieved and the possibilities for following up on the results.  

 Risk: The partner should also identify, assess and manage the risks that could potentially 

affect the achievements of the objectives. The identified risk should be subject to risk 

management and mitigation measures and follow-up.  

                                                           
9 Arbetsordning för Styrelsen för internationellt utvecklingssamarbete (Sida), April 2013.   
10 The Directors of Financial Management, Human Resources and Legal Services and Procurement report to 

the Deputy Secretary General  
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In addition, the proposals should present the assumptions that the result chain is built on, including 

people’s beliefs and world views and personal as well as organisational motivations for achieving 

the objectives. Moreover, partners should present indicators and progress markers that are easy to 

monitor. The establishment of a baseline that will help to review progress over time is also 

suggested.   

Monitoring and evaluation  
 

Sida’s model for monitoring and evaluation follows the general approach in development 

assistance, result based management (RBM) or Logical Framework Approach. The reporting 

framework includes four levels of achievement e.g. the overall objective, specific objective, expected 

results and activities. All levels should have qualitative or quantitative indicators that measure 

progress on each level. In addition, assumptions made while formulating the four levels should be 

stated.  

Sida’s partners are requested to report on an annual basis and towards the end of the funding 

period; an independent evaluation is often commissioned by Sida.  

What are the overall objectives of Sida’s research cooperation? 

During the past 37 years, Sida has work with partners in Sweden and developing countries with the 

objective to: 

 support the development of research systems in partner countries 

 support the creation of valuable research results for development 

 improve research links between Sweden and developing countries 

 generate a dynamic research network  

 provide Sida and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs with important information in the fight 

against poverty.  

 
In the 2012 letter of appropriation, the budget for Sida’s research cooperation was 121 million 

Euros of which 83.6 million was earmarked for global and Swedish based research and 37.6 million 

Euros was earmarked for bilateral and regional cooperation.  The division of the budget changed in 

2013 when it was centralised to the Unit for Research Cooperation. In doing that, Sida has room to 

redistribute the budget across the different support streams.  

What is defined as research in development assistance? 

Classifying aid to research is not an easy task. There is no generally accepted definition of 

development research and what it encapsulates. In Swedish development assistance, research is 

not regarded as a sector but it has a specific budget line.  
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Sida’s support to research in development assistance can be broadly grouped into the following 

objectives: 

Research functions  

 Expanding the opportunities to conduct research for established researchers at bilateral, 

regional and global levels. 

 Supporting master and PhD students.  

 Research disciplines and thematic research areas including, research policy and 

management, environment and natural resources, research for health and social science.  

 

Support functions enabling increased research production: 

 Accessing scientific journals at a reduced price. 

 Reforming administrative systems within universities and public research institutions. 

 Strengthening research infrastructure such as libraries and laboratories.  

 Supporting Ministries, including research funding organisations to strengthen their capacity 

to administer and manage research funding.  

 Support for writing proposals and scientific articles. 

 Strengthening the leadership and management of public research organisations.  

 Improving countries’ capacity to gather data relevant for science, technology and industry. 

 

Support better informed policy making and innovation  

 Support to research within international and regional research organisations. 

 Initiatives directed at supporting the dissemination and use of research for better policies 

or innovation.  

 

Implications of the framework conditions on development assistance for 

research  

There are a number of implications of the overall framework conditions which affect the way that 

Sida manages development assistance to research. 

Priority setting and focus: The 2011-2014 Strategy for Sida’s support for development research 

cooperation gives a detailed description on how research cooperation should be organised by Sida. 

The strategy does not specify thematic and disciplinary areas, although the government sometimes 

decides on these priorities in the annual letter of appropriation. This can for example include 

specific instructions to support an organisation or thematic areas such as maternity health. While 

this approach gives Sida a lot of freedom in terms of thematic and disciplinary priority setting, the 

decision to channel the support into four different funding streams limits Sida’s options in many 

other ways. The best example of this is bilateral cooperation. In the government’s priority 

countries, there are only a limited number of research providers, often universities. With the 

exception of a few universities, only a restricted number of active academic researchers can engage 
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in cooperation with Swedish partners or establish local PhD training. These limitations coupled 

with the long-term nature and level of support suggests that the effects on the quality of the 

research, the government commitment or the general progress of reforming the universities have 

little impact on the funding allocations. When long-term development assistance is provided, 

questions such as how to incentivise increased investments from governments and how to 

strengthen research quality remain key challenges.  

Funding mechanisms: The overall framework including staff allocation, rules and regulations for 

how funding is distributed, assessed, managed, monitored and evaluated also influences priority 

setting and Sida’s research cooperation support options. For example, the assessment process, 

regardless of the funding amount, is rather complex and focuses on issues related to partner 

organisational capacity and the capacity to manage risks, rather than the standard assessment 

criteria used by other public funders of research. As a consequence Sida’s research cooperation 

often supports partners with large contributions that in turn act as intermediaries, distributing 

funding to academic researchers. This approach risks resulting in tensions between research 

organisations and Sida’s Research Council on the one hand and Sida’s staff on the other, since the 

application and assessment processes are very different to those undertaken by other research 

funders outside development assistance. A further issue can arise due to decisions on granting 

proposals over 5.77 million Euros being assessed and made by managers that are not necessary 

specialised in research management.  

 

5. What are the objectives, funding instruments and modalities in Sida’s 
research cooperation? 

 

The operational aspects of the research funding portfolio are guided by the Strategy for Sida’s 

support for development research cooperation 2011-2014 which outlines the rationale, objectives 

and the reporting obligations for Sida. The strategy sets objectives for bilateral and regional 

cooperation, global cooperation and support directed to the Swedish research base.  

In this section, an overview of Sida’s different support mechanisms is presented with the aim of 

getting an overview of the priorities and the assessment process of Sida’s research cooperation.  

Bilateral cooperation11 

The specific objectives of the support to bilateral cooperation are to foster the development of the 

research system within a national framework. Specific priorities are:  

 research policies and strategies  

 research management and infrastructure  

                                                           
11 http://www.sidaresearch.se/apply-and-report/research-training-partnership-programme-.aspx 

 

http://www.sidaresearch.se/apply-and-report/research-training-partnership-programme-.aspx
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 research projects and training (with the exception of scholarships to individuals).  

The choice of countries is decided by the Swedish government, with support often provided over 

several decades. Sida currently works with Bolivia, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Tanzania Rwanda and 

Uganda. Cooperation with Honduras, Laos, Nicaragua, Sri Lanka and Vietnam and has recently been 

phased out.  

The funding instruments applied are a mix of programme, project and core support.  Core support 

is provided to national research funding bodies, programme support is directed to research 

capacity and specific project support is provided for reforming administrative processes. 

The expected outcomes of the bilateral support are: 

 Quality assured research training programmes within prioritised areas of national 

importance established and run in universities of Sida's target countries 

 Long-term institution-based postgraduate research training partnerships between 

universities in Sida's target countries and Swedish universities established and maintained 

and of mutual benefit 

 Joint integrated research training programmes of high international standards built on the 

principles of mutual recognition of studies and qualifications established between Sida’s 

partner institutions and Swedish universities and university colleges.  

 

The target group is predominantly universities but support is also provided to research institutes, 

research centres, research councils and ministries.  

Over the past decades, the sandwich model has been the dominant modality for strengthening 

research training programmes and projects. In short, the sandwich model builds on four principles. 

The research student should: 

 be employed by the partner institution in the prioritised country. 

 spend time both in Sweden and the partner country 

 be supervised by professors both in Sweden and in the partner country. 

 graduate in Sweden or through a joint degree  

Funding is provided to the research student and the partner institution in Sweden.  

Funding modality over the past two years, the funding modality for bilateral cooperation has 

changed and now includes elements of a competitive process for granting proposals. The bilateral 

support is developed in three steps:  

Step 1: Individual institutions in selected partner countries receive an invitation from Sida to 

submit a proposal for support to develop institutional research capacity. The invitation letter 

provides information on the agreement period, budget framework and deadline for proposal 

submission. The size of the support varies across countries but is usually around 17 million to 23 

million Euros per year for 4-5 years.   
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Step 2: The concept note of the invited research institutions should include a 10 year plan for 

implementing their institutional research strategic plans. The concept notes identify areas where 

there is a need for Masters and PhD trained people, as well as areas that need to be supported to 

provide the conditions for doing research. These areas in turn address needs and priorities within 

national strategies on research and higher education. On the basis of the strategic plan, the research 

institutions identify areas where their universities are currently searching for partnerships.  

The priorities include information about thematic focus and identification of training needs at 

masters and post doctorate levels. The modalities for implementing these training needs are: 

 the establishment of local PhD training 

 continue or establish masters training programme  

 continue the sandwich training at Swedish universities  

In the Swedish higher education system to date there is no possibility to establish joint degrees 

unless the partner country decides to recognise the Swedish degree. There is no legal process that 

would allow Sweden to approve another degree within its system. 

Step 3: A call for partnerships is launched by Sida, researchers from Sweden and the partner 

institutions should jointly apply for partnerships following the guidelines in the call for 

partnerships.  

The partnerships are then assessed by an international committee appointed by Sida. In the case of 

Bolivia, there are about three partnerships that compete for the same project.  

Regional and global cooperation  

Research funding instruments and modalities: Sida’s two most common funding instruments to 

support research on regional and global levels are core and programme support. Project support is 

much less used.   

The majority of organisations that Sida funds have received support for research over decades. The 

objectives and expected outcomes are defined by the partners.  In practice it means that monitoring 

and evaluation schemes are for the most part used as a dialogue instrument to improve 

performance. For many, the risk of not being considered for further support appears to be low. 

Instead, decisions to end support often depend on changes in Swedish regional priorities. One 

example of this is the governmental decision to phase out regional cooperation in Latin America.  

Funding instruments are different in terms of purpose, operational modalities and focus areas. 

Some also act as intermediate partners granting support to scholars through competitive processes, 

for example through stipends. 

Regardless of the type of funding instrument, the modality follows the same logic with the only 

difference being that regional support is processed in embassies and global support processed in 

Stockholm. 
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Assessment processes: Sida invites organisations to submit an application. The role of Sida’s 

research officer is to situate the proposal in relation to the objectives set by the government, the 

existing and planned research portfolio, administrative capacity and the legal status of the partner. 

In the case of global support, a decision is made by an internal committee composed of Sida 

research officers on whether a full assessment of the proposal should occur. For regional 

cooperation, the proposals are first assessed at the embassies by a local committee and then in 

Stockholm at the research unit.   

If proposals pass the first instance, the next step for the research officers is to assess the full 

proposal which should include a deeper analysis of all aspects addressed in the first instance. Often 

partners are asked to complement the proposal. When the assessment is done, the research officers 

present the assessment to Sida’s Research Council, which is appointed by the Swedish government.. 

The Research Council gives recommendations on which proposals to grant on bilateral, regional 

and global levels. Depending on the size of the proposal it is the Head of Unit, Director of 

Department or the Secretary General that makes the final decision.  

Depending on the size and complicity of the proposal, the average assessment period is about one 

year.  

Development assistance directed to Swedish based researchers 

Support to Swedish researchers is an important component in Swedish international development 

cooperation. The aim is to develop and sustain the Swedish knowledge base and research capacity 

in areas that are of relevance to poverty reduction and to create a two-way scientific research 

cooperation that generates new knowledge and encourages innovative thinking. Since 2013 all 

support to the Swedish research base is managed by the Swedish Research Council and includes 

two programmes; Development Research Programme (U-Forsk) and Research Links. 

Development Research Programme (U-Forsk)  
 

U-Forsk is aimed at developing and maintaining the Swedish knowledge base and research capacity 

in fields that are relevant to developing countries. Further aims are to promote scientific research 

cooperation between researchers in Sweden and developing countries and the participation of 

Swedish researchers in research programmes and research cooperation relevant to development. 

In support of its work the programme has reference groups which cover the following fields; i) 

Natural Sciences and Technology, ii) Environment and Natural Resources, iii) Economics, iv) Social 

Science, and v) Humanities, Education and Communication.  

Most of the support is provided for research projects. However, post doctorate and research 

network support are also eligible. Individual researchers or groups of researchers that are active in 

universities, university colleges and other research intuitions in Sweden may apply. Only applicants 

holding a PhD can be considered. Researchers working as supervisors (professors, senior lecturers 

or the equivalent) can include doctoral students in the research project.  
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The amount to apply for should not be less than 116 279 Euros per year over a period of maximum 

five years.  

The Swedish Research Links Programme 

The Swedish Research Links Programme seeks to stimulate research ties between researchers in 

Sweden, on the one hand, and Latin America, Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, the Middle East and 

North Africa region (MENA) on the other. One key objective is to increase the exchange of 

knowledge that is of common interest among researchers in the countries involved. Funds from the 

programme are intended to cover the extra costs arising from this collaboration. These may, for 

example, relate to travel, workshops and publication of jointly written articles. Salaries, on the 

other hand, are not funded. 

Within the programme there are two different forms of grant; the three-year International 

Collaborative Research Grant and the one-year International Planning Grant. Applications must be 

made jointly by researchers in Sweden and in the collaborating countries. All the applicants must be 

affiliated to research institutions. Project grants from the Links programme may relate to any 

discipline or field. The maximum amount is approximately 28 900 Euros per year over a period of 3 

years.  

Prior to the decision to move support from the Swedish research base to the Swedish National 

Research Council, Sida supported research networks that were charged with the task of 

underpinning strategic decisions for implementing the Policy for Global Development within and 

outside Sida. Support to these networks ran from 2004 to 2012 and was funded as part of the U-

Forsk programme. In addition, Sida has cooperated with different research councils and 

governmental agencies based in Sweden over the years with a view to increase the coherence 

between development assistance and other funding instruments that support research relevant for 

development.  

 

6. Strategic areas for consideration and the way forward  

Bilateral cooperation  

Many see bilateral cooperation as the cornerstone of Swedish development assistance. This is 

mainly due to Sida’s mandate to provide support on a long-term basis to develop national research 

systems, with a specific emphasis on institutional capacity building and the development of master 

and PhD students. 

The Swedish research cooperation recognises that the relationship between long-term beneficial 

contributions of knowledge and development is indirect. The reason for this is that it is the longer-



23 
 

term knowledge generative capacity that is important for educating skilled labour that can address 

challenges and opportunities. 12  

The university remains the best producer of self-renewing knowledge-producing capacity. It is 

better at indirect, long-term knowledge capacity building than at direct short term knowledge 

application, which many non-governmental organisations, think-tanks etc are far more efficient at.  

However, these institutions are dependent upon a vibrant university sector from which they draw 

the required self-renewable, knowledge generative capacity. This is why a vibrant secondary 

knowledge production landscape only occurs successfully in counties which have a stable PhD 

producing university sector – mostly OECD countries (Cloete, Bailey, 2011, Maassen and Cloete, 

2011). 

In general universities in developing countries are not strengthening self-generative capacity, nor 

making a substantial contribution to new knowledge production.  Many governments in developing 

countries give the mandate to national universities to educate the next generation of state or civil 

service functionaries (mainly teaching model) and do not support the development of research. 

When reforms are suggested they often involve prioritising short-term ‘relevance‘, that is they 

point to a direct, unmediated, instrumental conception of the relation between knowledge and 

development (Maassen, forthcoming 2014) 

While the bilateral approach focuses on strengthening its knowledge production and research 

capacity, thereby clearly distinguishing Swedish development assistance from many other donors, 

there are a number of challenges facing bilateral support:  

 Compatibility between the size of the support and the objectives it is intended to 

achieve:  Sida often provides support to the above mentioned points in bilateral 

cooperation. The question is, however, to what extent an annual budget, often less than 5  

million Euros per year, is sufficient for achieving the intended objectives?  

 

 Ownership agenda:  The IHERD reports studying the capacity in a selected number of 

developing countries clearly show that there is a need to strengthen the skills and 

knowledge across countries on how to design and implement research and innovation 

policy. This is an absolute requirement if governments and institutional leaders should be 

able to take ownership and reform this highly complex policy area. This suggests that the 

ownership agenda is problematic since the ability to make priorities and implement them is 

often missing.  

 

 Engagement in unequal partnerships: Many developing countries have weak research 

institutions making them unable to build the necessary capacity and therefore creating a 

reliance on support from outside. However, it has proven to be increasingly difficult to 

recruit and attract academic researchers for assignments that require them to support local 

capacity building in developing countries. There are many reasons for this but most 

                                                           
12   Research for Development - Policy for research in Swedish development cooperation 2010-2014  
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importantly, scientists are increasingly assessed on the basis of their scientific performance 

and are thus reluctant to commit to engagements that may impede upon their own 

performance. Engaging in unequal partnerships with the aim of building local research 

capacity in a developing county may not be a preferred career choice for many scientists. 

This means that there is a risk that research cooperation in development assistance could 

attract researchers that otherwise would not be successful in getting grants within the 

Swedish system. This might have implications on the quality of research.  

 

 Strategic decisions about phasing out bilateral support: The decision to phase out 

bilateral research cooperation depends on the government’s priorities. The reasoning 

behind the decisions varies. Often it is because a country has become wealthier as in the 

case of Vietnam or because the Swedish government priorities have changed as in the case 

of Nicaragua. For research cooperation this constitutes a key challenge, not least because 

increased wealth in a country is a poor indicator of its research capacity. Thus, although the 

overall assessment of ending a long-term cooperation makes sense from an overall 

perspective, the situation might be different in research cooperation and the risk is that 

previous investments are not leveraged and effectively used.  

Regional and global support  

One of the comparative advantages of Sida’s research cooperation is that Sida can support partners 

outside Sweden. This is a great advantage in the current global research landscape since cutting 

edge research now takes place in transnational research networks although the funding remains for 

the most part national (Nedeva, 2010). 

Sida has, through its long-term engagement in research cooperation, established global and 

regional partnerships with a particular focus on Africa, Latin America and South East Asia, which 

aim at supporting research relevant for development.  

While the regional and global mandate which allows support outside Sida is a comparative 

advantage, the current support is facing a number of challenges: 

Capacity for priority setting and analysis: The higher education and research landscape has gone 

through some fundamental changes over the past 20 years, with key aspects including:  

 internationalisation of research and higher education delivery  

 increased share of competitive based allocation to research 

 increased emphasis on the need to pursue research agendas that are anchored in the needs 

of the society which they inhabit, and  

 linking research to innovation.  

Sida’s research portfolio at the regional and global level is to a large extent selected based on 

historical reasons with priorities remaining the same over decades. Today, a large proportion of 

regional and global support is already committed and locked in and usually not subject to tender 

procedures.  
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Knowledge about funding instruments and modalities:  Sida’s current funding modalities applied 

in granting, monitoring and evaluating support to the regional and global level differ from the 

standard procedures used for managing public research in Sweden and aboard. Moreover, much of 

the support is further distributed by partners to various targets groups following the funding 

instruments and modalities applied by partner organisations. This means that it is hard to get an 

overview of the different objectives of the research funding instruments and the interaction with 

other funding instruments and modalities targeting for example internationalisation, career 

advancement, blue sky research, strategic research, collaboration with industry/public sector, 

commercialisation of academic research in specific thematic areas. In order to be able to properly 

assess the current portfolio and have an overview of the funding mechanism it is important to 

assess where the strategic focus lies in different thematic and disciplinary areas and how it is 

interacting with other funding instruments and modalities inside and outside Sweden. 

Linkages between different funding instruments and modalities: The decentralisation of the 

management of research cooperation within Sida also suggests that it is difficult to draw synergies 

and connections between bilateral, regional and global support. Moreover, the capacity to link 

regional and global support to the Swedish research base is also unclear.  

 

Support to Swedish based research  

Synergies between Sida and other public funding agencies: the assessment, monitoring and 

evaluation process follows the standard procedures of the Swedish Research Council since the 

management of Sida’s U-Forsk programme moved to the National Research Council. The advantage 

of this approach is that synergies can be drawn between development assistance and other funding 

instruments applied by the Swedish Research Council.  However, the risk with this approach is that 

the research results are not communicated back to Sida and possible synergies between the 

Swedish resource base and Swedish development assistance gets lost. 

No directed piecemeal support versus strategic focus: The majority of the support to research for 

development is, with a few exceptions, not directed to specific thematic priority areas. Instead 

funding is distributed to projects that are of high quality and relevance for development. The 

advantage of this approach is that it encourages a bottom-up perspective and new and neglected 

research areas can be captured. The disadvantage is that funding is diversified and scattered over 

many different projects, which might not be able to contribute to a critical mass of knowledge. An 

alternative route is to direct research to a number of focused areas within Swedish development 

assistance priority areas on a longer term basis. That would allow more concentrated research 

priorities but would also include a higher risk. This approach also requires funding organisations to 

have competence and knowledge in setting priorities so that, for example, neglected research areas 

do not get lost.  

The role of research for strategic decisions in development assistance: Today, support to 

development research is not systematically linked to strategic decision making in Swedish 

development assistance. This is partly because the priority of development assistance to research 

has traditionally been to build up self-generative research capacity in partner countries and 
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regions. Due to the increased importance of an evidence-based approach and increased pressure 

for presenting tangible results, there is a potential possibility to link research closer to the whole 

landscape of development assistance.  

 

Key questions for strategic considerations  

Sida’s funding instruments and modalities are complex and it is hard to get a complete overview of 

the focus areas and results achieved over the years.  

The overall budget for development assistance has remained stable over several decades and 

constitutes an important contribution in Swedish development assistance. The Swedish 

government and the parliament have recognised over the years that knowledge and higher 

education is important for sustainable development, even though there are contextual and regional 

differences in the way the relation between the two evolves.  

Questions for the future: 

 What can be done to ensure synergies between development assistance and the overall 

publically funded research landscape in Sweden? What are the opportunities and challenges 

with these approaches?  

 

 What role can research relevant for development play in informing strategic decisions in 

other policy areas e.g. health, agriculture, energy and transport in line with the Policy for 

Global Development? What are the opportunities and challenges of these approaches?  

 

 What role can research relevant for development play in informing strategic decisions in 

Swedish Development Assistance? What are the opportunities and challenges of these 

approaches?  

 

 What are the options for improving the support to knowledge generation capacity in 

developing countries? What are the advantages and disadvantages of these approaches? 

 

 What are the options for supporting cutting edge research relevant for development in 

Sweden and internationally? What are the advantages and disadvantages of these 

approaches? 

 

 What are the opportunities and challenges to linking development assistance to joint 

programme initiatives more closely?  
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