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Executive summary 
 
The OECD is currently undertaking a study on Centres of Excellence (CoE) under the Innovation, 

Higher Education and Research for Development (IHERD) project. CoE is a policy measure, applied 

by governments in many parts of the world in order to promote a robust research and innovation 

environment. This is achieved by encouraging institutional profiling and generating a critical mass 

of researchers. CoE initiatives are a flexible instrument and have been applied in several different 

ways and for different purposes, such as to promote basic research, innovation, social development 

and education. Because CoEs are often located in higher education institutions, these initiatives 

increasingly influence the management of institutions and academic careers.   

 

The study will develop and propose an analytical framework to provide guidance for policy-makers 

and research managers considering adopting CoEs as a tool for promoting capacity building and 

research excellence in prioritised areas in the context of developing countries. The analytical 

framework will be developed and tested on a mix of countries to ensure that a wide range of 

knowledge and experiences emanating from different types of CoE schemes, is taken into 

consideration. For example, one set of case studies, including this one, will look at Australia, Canada 

and Sweden, countries that have applied a wide range of CoE instruments over a long period of time. 

These studies will be able to provide insights into the contextual conditions, including policy and 

institutional requirements for setting up and managing CoEs in order that they best meet the 

intended policy objectives. A second set will look at emerging economies and developing countries, 

which have recently adopted the instrument including South Africa and India. A further study will 

look at the African Union´s initiatives to build up CoEs in Africa, as outlined in Africa's Science and 

Technology Consolidated Plan of Action. The case studies and the feedback on the analytical 

framework will be fed into a synthesis report. This will present conclusions on requirements at the 

policy and institutional levels for making CoEs a viable instrument for supporting the development 

of local research capacities, and to produce excellent research in key areas in developing countries. 

 

This case study assesses some of Sweden's main CoE initiatives. It considers three schemes, funded 

by the Swedish Research Council (VR), the Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems (VINNOVA), and 

the Foundation for Strategic Research (SSF). These cases were selected to represent the full 

spectrum of variation in terms of strategic aims, method of operation and social impacts of Swedish 

CoEs. They also represent the three most notable CoE initiatives in Sweden in terms of visibility and 

funding. All the CoE initiatives presented here aim at excellence in research, international visibility, 

strengthening Swedish competitiveness and building structural capital for academics and industry. 

Each represents a different theme: the VR Linnaeus Environments are geared towards scientific 

research and basic science, VINNOVA’s VINN Excellence Centres work towards cross-sector co-

operation and social utility, and the SSF Strategic Research Centres concentrate on advancing basic 

and strategic scientific research for high technology applications. In this way they reflect three main 

rationales for CoEs in Scandinavia today: science, innovation and social challenges.  
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The CoE mechanism represents a significant deviation from traditional research council project 

funding or government block funding in terms of resource demands, funding infrastructure and 

governance challenges. While the strategic orientation of CoEs tends to converge on a limited 

number of key imperatives, the picture becomes more complex once the institutional mechanisms 

are considered and the difference in terms of impact and capacity building are especially 

pronounced. The strategic cross-sector focus of the VINN Excellence Centres is translated into 

impacts such as university-industry idea transfer, industry graduate employment and the creation 

of new firms, while the basic science orientation of the Linnaeus Environments leads to outcomes 

such as research infrastructure development, research training and recruitment,  and university 

visibility. 
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Acronyms and abbreviations 
 

CoE Centre of Excellence 

FAS Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research 

HEI Higher education institution 

IHERD Innovation, Higher Education and Research for Development 

IPR Intellectual property rights 

R&D Research and development 

REI Research excellence initiative 

S&T Science and technology 

SME Small and medium-sized enterprise 

SSF Foundation for Strategic Research 

ToR Terms of reference 

VR Swedish Research Council 

VINNOVA Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems 
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1. Introduction 
 

Swedish science and technology (S&T) policy makers have been experimenting with Centre of 

Excellence (CoE) mechanisms since the 1980s (Aksnes et al., 2012) and for the past two decades a 

flurry of initiatives have emerged. The main actors behind these initiatives are the Swedish 

Research Council (VR), the Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems (VINNOVA), the Foundation for 

Strategic Research (SSF), the Swedish Research Council Formas, The Knowledge Foundation, and 

the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research (FAS). It is impossible to cover all of these 

initiatives in a single study but a more limited selection of case studies can still capture the full 

spectrum of schemes.  

 

The cases in this report have been selected to represent this spectrum of variation in terms of 

strategic aims, means of operation and social impacts among Swedish CoE schemes. They also 

represent the three most high profile and well-funded CoE initiatives in Sweden. All the CoE 

initiatives presented here aim at excellence in research, international visibility, strengthening 

Swedish competitiveness and building structural capital for academics and industry.  Each, 

however, represents a different theme. The Linnaeus Environments are geared towards scientific 

research and basic science, the VINN Excellence Centres work towards cross-sector co-operation 

and social utility, and the SSF Strategic Research Centres concentrate on advancing basic and 

strategic scientific research for high technology applications. In this way they reflect the three main 

rationales for CoEs in Scandinavia today: science, innovation and social challenges. 
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2. The Swedish policy context 
 

Historically, Swedish research policy has emphasised funding research through the base funding of 

universities. This means that universities and university colleges, rather than institutes, have been 

the main source of publicly funded science. Until the beginning of the reform of the research 

funding system in the early 1990s, the funding system was quite fragmented. No particular 

priorities drove funding, and research councils were not able to focus substantial resources on 

specific programs (Jacob & Orsenigo, 2007). In the early 1990s a new group of strategic research 

funding bodies emerged, which were geared towards innovation and socially relevant topics. These 

new actors complemented the basic and sector-specific funders and took over some of the funding 

responsibilities from the traditional science councils. They have tended to operate through co-

ordinated programmes and thematic concentration on certain strategic areas of concern to social 

improvement and economic growth. Typically, these new funders operate through large-scale 

programmes of four to ten years, usually in collaboration with industry.  

 

In 2001 the government merged a number of traditional science councils that had previously been 

operating along disciplinary lines into the Swedish Research Council (VR), and created a new 

research funding agency, VINNOVA, geared towards strategic and applied research, technology and 

innovation, and social and economic development. It was as part of this general restructuring 

process that the CoE concept took hold as a funding mechanism when, in the beginning of the 2000s, 

the Foundation for Strategic Research (SSF) decided to focus resources on coherent research 

environments with strong managerial integration, “under one roof” (Aksnes et al., 2012).  Today 

there are about 15 distinct CoE schemes operating in the Swedish research landscape, under the 

auspices of 7 research funders.  

 

VINNOVA, VR, and SSF are central to the Swedish Centres of Excellence programmes. VINNOVA is a 

state agency located under the Department of Industry and Trade. Its mission is to promote 

economic growth by sponsoring innovation and needs-driven research and for these purposes it 

dispenses approximately EUR 200 million annually on research and development (R&D) and other 

support mechanisms. It organises its activities into 11 areas, including small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), public-sector development, and individuals in innovation, together with more 

traditional innovation areas such as information communication technology (ICT) and health. In 

addition, four innovation themes underpin its strategic goals: “information society 3.0”, 

“sustainable and attractive cities”, “competitive production” and “future health care”.  

 

VR focuses on supporting basic research, but is also charged with co-ordinating research 

programmes with other funders. In addition VR has responsibility for analysing, developing and 

evaluating policy (via government advice) with regard to research funding within a national and 

international perspective. VR’s funding is divided into five areas: humanities and social science, 

artistic research, medicine and health, natural and engineering sciences, and education and learning. 

They also fund research infrastructure. Its total funding in 2009 amounted to EUR 400 million and 

the bulk of this (80%) was dispensed to the natural and engineering sciences and medicine, and to 

research infrastructure.  
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The third funder, SSF, was created in 1994 with funding of EUR 600 million provided by the wage 

earners' funds.1 Its objective is to support natural science, engineering and medical research that 

strengthens Sweden’s competitiveness. SSF currently funds approximately 15 strategic research 

centres, and it concentrates on 2 types of grants: framework grants and individual grants (the 

Future Research Leaders grant). Priority areas for funding include biotechnology, pharmaceutical, 

medical technology, system, information and communication technologies, materials development, 

and process/product development technology. 

 

The CoE initiatives of these three Swedish funders are representative of the general CoE 

landscape in Sweden in the following respects: 

 

 They are unambiguous examples of CoE or REI (research excellence initiative) concepts in 

the sense that their aim is to foster exceptional quality in research and related activities 

(Orr et al., 2011). 

 They are initiated and run by three of Sweden’s largest research funders and cover the 

areas of basic research, innovation and relevance-driven research. They thereby cover the 

three main strategic orientations for CoE schemes: basic science, innovation, and societal 

challenges and social wellbeing. 

 They have been functioning for long enough that some preliminary observations can be 

made on the basis of centre evaluations. 
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3. VINN Excellence Centres: innovation, economic 
competitiveness and social improvement 
 

VINNOVA currently funds 18 research and development centres industry areas relevant to high-

technology research, for example biotechnology, informatics and ICTs, product development and 

new materials, and transport and working life. The VINN Excellence Centre programme was 

inaugurated in 2005. Successful centres receive funding for a ten-year period.  

 

Strategic orientation 
 
The VINN Excellence Centre scheme aims to create internationally competitive concentrations of 

multidisciplinary research competence in certain areas of basic and applied research, in order to 

develop new knowledge leading to new products, processes and services. A necessary part of this 

also includes achieving co-operative partnerships between academe, industry and the public sector 

and to strengthen the universities’ role as providers of research to industry and the public sector. 

 

Institutional supporting and operational conditions  

Funding and evaluation mechanisms 

The typical VINN Excellence Centre has a turnover of about EUR 21 million for a ten-year period, of 

which VINNOVA typically funds 30-40%. Half of the remaining share of funding will be provided by 

the host university, and half by the industry or public-sector partners. The idea is that VINNOVA’s 

share of funding will diminish gradually over the course of the centre's development and be 

replaced by an increase in funding from the external partners.  

 

The centres are subject to a selection process carried out by an international, cross-sector panel 

that takes into consideration the proposed centre’s ability to contribute to economically sustainable 

growth, concentration of competence, the commitment of the host institution and the partners, the 

connection between the centre's strategy and that of its host university, and the ability of the centre 

to grow and achieve excellence. Evaluations are conducted by an annual review as well as reviews 

after two years, mid-term, and at the ten-year mark. The focus of the mid-term evaluation is 

scientific quality and productivity, utilisation and commercialisation, and organisational viability, 

for example in terms of leadership and administration. These evaluations are carried out by 

international teams who represent both experts in the field and generalists with experience of 

university-industry partnerships. 

Governance and organisation 

The initiative for creating a VINN Excellence Centre can be taken by an industry or public-sector 

actor, but the centre must always be formally located at a university or university college. The 

evaluations emphasise the role of the university leadership in the development of each centre. 

Research programmes are formulated and conducted jointly by the partners regardless of which 
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sector they  belong to. For this reason VINNOVA emphasises the need for cross-sector involvement 

on the governing board of each centre, and for a majority of the seats on this board to be held by 

external members. There is no requirement for an international scientific advisory board, and in 

other respects centres are free to organise themselves as they see fit. 

 

Capacity building and impact 

Research capacities 

 The location of the centres at universities is expected to lead to a strengthening of the hosts 

in terms of research capacity, as well as an enrichment of research training and basic 

education.  

 The centres are expected to achieve international research excellence, and the traditional 

outputs such as publications and citations apply.  

Innovation and technical co-operation 

 The centres are expected to form new long-term co-operative relationships between 

universities and industry or the public sector that benefit all parties.  

 Transfer of new ideas between sectors, which have the capacity to lead to new products and 

services. 

 Creation of new-research based firms. 

Socio-economic and development 

 The centres are expected to develop new products, processes and services. So far there have 

been modest results, but several centres have shown an ability to make such contributions. 

 Centre graduates take up employment in partner industries. 

 Infrastructure 

 University-based scientific infrastructure has been strengthened by the development of the 

centres.  

 Several of the centres have developed experimental and social infrastructure, which is 

utilised by academics and industry partners alike.  

 The centres have facilitated access for university academics and students to important 

research infrastructure in industry. 

Training and skills 

 Permanent recruitment and the development of new and relevant skills. 
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Internationalisation 

 Strengthening of international networks through academic co-operation. 

 Strengthening of the international position of the Swedish companies through participation 

in worldwide S&T activities in their respective domains. 
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Table 1. Summary of the VINN Excellence Centres 

Policy level (framework conditions) 

- National research funding focused on universities and higher education institutions (HEIs) 

- Emergence of funders oriented towards strategic funding, innovation and university-industry 

partnerships 

- Priority setting in place among most of the new research funders. 

- Shift from piecemeal project funding to programme funding. 

- General recognition and application of the centre funding mechanism among research funders. 

 

CoE strategy Institutional supporting 

mechanisms 

Capacities and impacts 

- Creating internationally 

competitive 

multidisciplinary research 

competence in basic and 

applied research. 

- Develop new knowledge 

for new products, 

processes and services. 

- Co-operative 

partnerships between 

academe, industry and the 

public sector. 

- Improve universities’ 

role as providers of 

research to industry and 

the public sector. 

 

Funding and evaluation mechanisms 

- Ten-year funding period. 

- Co-funding of 60-70% by 

university host and industry; a 

proportion which is expected to 

increase over time. 

- Evaluation through annual review, 

and by international panel at 2-year, 

mid-term and 10-year mark. 

- Focus on economic contribution, 

competence concentration, host and 

partner integration/contribution, 

growth and excellence. 

 

Governance and organisation 

- Started on industry, public sector 

or academic initiative. 

- Formally located at university. 

- Cross-sector involvement and a 

majority of outsiders on the 

governing board. 

- External partners expected to be 

involved in developing the 

governance of the centre. 

 

 

Research capacities 

- Strengthening of the hosts in 

terms of research capacity, 

research training and basic 

education.  

- International excellence in 

research in terms of 

publications and citations.  

 

Innovation and  technical co-

operation 

- Long-term co-operative 

relationships between 

universities and 

industry/public sector that 

benefit all parties.  

- Transfer of ideas between 

sectors leading to new 

products and services. 

- Creation of new research-

based firms. 

 

Socio-economic and 

development 

- New products, processes and 

services. 

- Centre graduates finding 

employment in partner 

industries. 
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Infrastructure 

- Development of university-

based scientific infrastructure, 

experimental and social, 

utilised by academics and 

industry partners.  

- Access for university 

academics and students to 

research infrastructure in 

industry. 

 

Training and skills 

- Permanent recruitment and 

development of new and 

relevant skills. 

 

Internationalisation  

 

- International networks for 

academic co-operation. 

- Strengthened international 

position of Swedish companies 

through participation in global 

S&T activities in their 

respective domains. 
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4. The Linnaeus Environments: scientific excellence 
 

VR, in a consortium with Formas (The Swedish Research Council for Environment, Agriculture and 

Planning) and in co-ordination with other government research funders, supported 40 research 

environments altogether in 2006 and 2008. Funding was provided for proposed centres in areas 

stretching from the natural sciences, engineering and medical science to social science, economics 

and educational sciences.  

 

Strategic orientation 
 
The Linnaeus Environments CoE scheme is focused on creating support for basic, internationally 

competitive research characterised by the highest international quality. It also aims at generating 

synergies in the science system thereby creating the potential for scientific renewal. The purpose of 

this CoE scheme is to increase Sweden’s competitive advantage by building environments for 

competitive basic research. An additional purpose is to encourage universities to prioritise 

particular fields of research and to allocate resources to these fields. 

 

Institutional supporting and operational conditions  

Funding and evaluation mechanisms 

Universities and university colleges submit applications for funds, rather than researchers, so 

centres are therefore subject to a pre-selection process at the university level. Altogether 

EUR 28 million has been awarded via two calls in 2006 and 2008, which amounts to approximately 

EUR 691 million per centre over a ten-year period. Each centre is funded by between EUR 5 000 

and EUR 10 000 annually. This is to be seen as a complement to the state base funding for research. 

The funding is matched by the host university to the tune of 50% of the grant.  

 

The initial review and selection is made by four disciplinary committees overseen by a central 

committee. The evaluation criteria are: academic quality, potential for scientific renewal and host 

institution commitment. A mid-term evaluation is carried out after 18 months to 2 years by an 

international academic panel, and focuses on organisation, collaboration and leadership. A second 

five-year evaluation focuses on academic results and academic value added. The final ten-year 

evaluation focuses on impacts and is used to inform research funding and university development 

more broadly. The results of the first two evaluations can lead to a reduction or increase in funding 

of up to 20%. 

Governance and organisation 

The Linnaeus Environments are free to organise themselves as they see fit, but the terms of 

reference (ToR) of the evaluation (VR, 2010) suggest that there are some key organisational 

expectations. These include: a formal connection between the centre and the university leadership, 

transparent decision-making structures within the centres, an operative international advisory 
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board, gender diversity, and co-operation within the leadership team over academic, administrative 

and strategic issues. 

 

Capacity building and impact 
 
Apart from the obvious scientific outcomes and associated national scientific competitiveness, the 

ToRs for the Linnaeus evaluations, as well as the evaluation results themselves, suggest a number of 

outcomes of relevance to capacity building and other impacts. Typically, these have come in the 

areas of organisational capacity, including leadership, and co-operation and network effects. The 

2008 and 2010 evaluations of the Linnaeus CoEs also found significant impacts in terms of 

additional resource creation (including organisational capacity and long-term sustainability), 

infrastructure development, human capital and networking. The most notable were:  

Resource creation 

 Research infrastructure development and national and international co-operation utilising 

infrastructure. Mentoring and research training.  

 Access to international research talent. 

Networks and partnerships 

 Co-operation outside of the CoE environment, including research projects, PhD students and 

postdoctoral students. 

 Joint publications and sustainable, transformative partnerships with other research 

environments. 

 Increased visibility for the university. 

Research capacities 

 Strategic capacity for developing and acting on new research opportunities. 

 Developing critical mass in promising research areas. 

Socio-economic and development 

 Cross-sector partnerships and the transfer of research and development capacity across 

sectors. 

Training and skills 

 Research training and development of new Master’s programmes. 
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Table 2: Summary of the Linnaeus CoE initiative 

 

Policy level (framework conditions) 

- National research funding focused on universities and HEIs 

- Emergence of funders oriented towards strategic funding, innovation and university-industry 

partnerships 

- Priority setting in place among most of the new research funders 

- Shift from piecemeal project funding to programme funding 

- General recognition and application of the centre funding mechanism among research funders 

 

CoE strategy Institutional supporting 

mechanisms 

Capacities and impacts 

- Support for basic, 

internationally 

competitive research.  

- Generating synergies in 

the science system and 

scientific renewal.  

- Increase Sweden’s 

competitive advantage by 

building environments for 

competitive basic 

research.  

- Encourage universities 

to prioritise fields of 

research and to allocate 

resources to these fields. 

 

Funding and evaluation mechanisms 

- Ten-year funding. 

- Application by and matching 

funding from university hosts. 

- Evaluation by international 

committee focusing on organisation, 

collaboration and leadership as well 

as scientific output. 

 

Governance/organisation 

- Free choice of organisational 

format. 

- Strong connection between the 

centre and the university leadership. 

- Transparent decision making 

structures within the centres.  

- Operative international advisory 

board. 

- Gender diversity. 

- Co-operation within the leadership 

team over academic, administrative 

and strategic issues. 

 

 

Resource creation 

- Research infrastructure 

development and 

national/international 

cooperation utilising 

infrastructure. Mentoring and 

research training.  

- Access to international 

research talent. 

 

Networks/partnerships 

- Cooperation outside of the 

CoE environment, including 

research projects, PhD students 

and post-docs. 

- Joint publications and 

sustainable, transformative 

partnerships with other 

researcher environments. 

- Increased visibility for the 

university. 

 

Research capacities 

- Strategic capacity for 

developing and acting on new 

research opportunities. 

- Developing critical mass in 

promising research areas. 

 

Socio-economic/development  

- Cross-sector partnerships and 



18 
 

transfer of research and 

development capacity across 

sectors. 

 

Training and skills 

- Research training and 

development of new Master’s 

programmes. 
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5. Strategic Research Centres: advanced scientific and 
technological research for innovation and social development 
 

The Swedish Foundation for Strategic Research (SSF) was created by the Swedish Parliament and 

government in 1994 with a capital grant of EUR 600 million.  The purpose of the foundation is to 

support natural, engineering and medical scientific research, thereby developing research milieus 

of high international standard that can improve Swedish national competitiveness. The Strategic 

Research Centres programme was initiated in 2004, with a budget of EUR 80 million. By 2005 it had 

funded 17 centres with an emphasis on biotechnology, informatics and nanomaterial science.  

 

Strategic orientation 
 
The aim of the initiative is to fund centres for internationally competitive research in single or 

overlapping fields of natural science, engineering and medicine, where novelty is promoted, and the 

focus is on problems that demand larger, more concentrated and co-ordinated research effort than 

is possible to achieve within smaller projects. By bringing together complementary subject 

competences this research is intended to contribute to technical development, Swedish industry 

and social utility, for instance through PhD training and expertise development. The focus of the 

centres is typically basic, application-oriented research with potential industry applications. 

 

Institutional supporting and operational conditions  

Funding and evaluation mechanisms 

The SSF invests between EUR 750 000 and EUR 1.5 million per year in each centre over a period of 

5 to 6 years. It withholds 20% of its programme budget to enable it to top up centre budgets based 

on the results of the mid-term evaluation, providing a performance element in the funding model. 

Unlike many other initiatives, the centres are not required to attract match funding from the host 

university or from industry, however they are expected to co-operate with industry. In addition 

centres must develop a plan for the use of its research results and set aside a portion of the budget 

to support the utilisation processes. 

 

Centres are selected via a mixed criterion, three-stage selection process. First pre-proposals are 

submitted which are evaluated on the basis of their strategic fit with the programme. Those 

selected go on to submit complete proposals, which are subjected to three panels of evaluators 

focusing on scientific worth, structural potential and industrial/social value respectively. Finally an 

international mixed panel makes the final selection. The overall success rate is about 7%.  

 

Once funded, centres are given a mid-term and final evaluation. Here the key criteria for the 

evaluations are: a) to what extent does the centre format add substantial value to the solution of the 

problem compared with a project; b) how much new content (novelty) is it providing compared 

with other initiatives; and c) what is the strategic relevance of the centre, in terms of relevance to 

Swedish competitiveness as well as to the strengthening of the university host. Centres are also 
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evaluated on their technology transfer activities and the methods used for this, including 

management of intellectual property rights (IPR). Similar to other such initiatives, a strong focus is 

put on structural conditions, such as leadership competence, organisational solutions and co-

operative milieu. 

Governance and organisation 

The organisational format is fairly open ended and left to the centres to decide, however there are a 

few expectations as well as common practices that have evolved in the centres. The funder expects 

coherent milieus, i.e. everything "under one roof", and co-ordinated via a clear line of command. 

They should be multidisciplinary and well integrated into the university structure in order to be 

able to attract international talent and funding. In addition centres should be large enough to 

achieve critical mass, and preferably consist of several research sub-groups working in the same 

physical location. The average sub-group size is between five and eight people with a considerable 

mix of competence profiles and age. Even though the funder emphasises a tight co-ordination 

regime, most centres show a flexible and decentralised structure, which is considered best practice 

for CoEs. Most of them have developed fairly elaborate governance structures encompassing 

scientific and industrial advisory boards, steering committees, directors, management teams, 

administrative cores, researchers and research schools. 

 

Capacity building and impact 

Resource creation 

 Development of measurement technology and simulation tools for sharing with industry. 

 University-based development/research projects connected to industry problem solving. 

Networks and partnerships 

 Set up and sustain national and international research networks. 

 Adjunct industry professors to forge industry-academe links. 

 Co-operation with national research institutes. 

Research capacities 

 Attract international research talent, with a focus on competitive mid-career recruiting. 

 Set up joint centres with foreign research institutes. 

 Mobilising complementary expertise from traditionally different fields to solve a problem. 
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Socio-economic and development 

 Improve the level of scientific research for a cross-industry relevant field of technical 

development (e.g. applications of photonics for biomedicine or telecommunications). 

 Developing prototype components (e.g. nanomaterials) and component families for use in 

industrial product development. 

 Demonstrate how new components or processes (such as signal processing or nano-

structuring) can be integrated into products or production processes and create know-how 

in this area. 

Training and skills 

 Development of national PhD schools in emerging fields. 

 Focus on training PhDs in technical front-line subjects for industrial and university 

recruitment. 
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Table 3. Summary of the Strategic Research Centres 

 

Policy level (framework conditions) 

- National research funding focused on universities and HEIs 

- Emergence of funders oriented towards strategic funding, innovation and university-industry 

partnerships 

- Priority setting in place among most of the new research funders 

- Shift from piecemeal project funding to programme funding 

- General recognition and application of the centre funding mechanism among research funders 

 

CoE strategy Institutional supporting 

mechanisms 

Capacities and impacts 

- Fund internationally 

competitive research in 

fields of natural science, 

engineering and medicine. 

- Focus on problems that 

demand large, more 

concentrated and 

coordinated research 

efforts. 

- Bring together 

complementary subject 

competences to solve a 

problem of relevance to 

Swedish competitiveness. 

- Basic, application-

oriented research with 

potential industry 

applications. 

 

Funding and evaluation mechanisms 

- 5-6-year funding. 

- No requirement for match funding 

from industry or university hosts. 

- Evaluation by mixed committees 

focusing on scientific level, 

organisation, and industry/social 

potential. 

- Performance-dependent top up of 

funding after mid-term evaluation 

- Evaluated on technology transfer 

activities 

 

Governance/organisation 

- Free choice of organisational 

format. 

- Coherent milieus, "under one roof" 

co-ordinated via a clear line of 

command (one leader). 

- Multidisciplinarity and co-

ordinated sub-groups. 

- Well integrated into the university 

structure. 

 

 

Resource creation 

- Measurement technology and 

simulation tools for joint 

industry use. 

- University-based projects 

connected to industry problem 

solving  

 

Networks/partnerships 

- Create and sustain new 

research networks. 

- Adjunct industry professors 

for industry-academe links. 

- Co-operation with national 

research institutes. 

 

Research capacities 

- International research talent 

with a focus on competitive 

mid-career recruiting. 

- Joint centres with foreign 

research institutes. 

- Complementary expertise 

from traditionally different 

fields brought together to solve 

a problem. 

 

Socio-economic and 

development  

- Scientific research capacity 

for a cross-industry relevant 
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field of technical development. 

- Prototype components and 

component families for 

industrial product 

development. 

- Know-how and 

demonstrations for new 

components or processes. 

 

Training and skills 

- National PhD schools in 

emerging fields. 

- PhDs in technical front-line 

subjects for industrial and 

university recruitment. 
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6. Summary 
 

Some preliminary observations can be made from the above cases. First, the CoE mechanism 

represents a significant deviation from traditional research council project funding or government 

block funding in terms of resource demands, funding infrastructure and governance challenges. 

Given what is involved, at least in the Swedish cases, the development of comprehensive CoE 

initiatives had to await the emergence of strategic and relevance-driven funding bodies as well as 

the type of priority-setting activities that most councils and governments have started developing 

only in recent decades. 

 

Second, although these three cases illustrate how the strategic orientation of CoEs, tend to converge 

on a limited number of key imperatives, the picture gets more complex once the institutional 

supporting mechanisms and impacts and capacity building are considered. Here there are distinct 

differences between schemes in terms of evaluation focus and governance and organisational 

requirements. For example the VINN Excellence Centres demand cross-sector governance while the 

Linnaeus Environments have a strong requirement for university integration. The Strategic 

Research Centres jettisoned cross-sector governance, and kept the issue of university integration 

but were clearly selected to ensure that they are already well integrated with industry at the time of 

funding; in most cases this integration is sustained throughout the actual development projects. 

 

In terms of impact and capacity building the differences are even more pronounced. The strategic 

cross-sector focus of the VINN Excellence Centres is translated into impacts such as university-

industry idea transfer, industry graduate employment and the creation of new firms The basic 

science orientation of the Linnaeus Environments identifies outcomes such as research 

infrastructure development, research training and recruitment, and university visibility. The 

Strategic Research Centres combine advanced basic science with industry application leading to 

tangible outcomes such as new industrial methods, components and platform technologies. The 

challenge is to identify the recurrent connections between these dimensions, and thereby identify 

typical "package solutions" for CoE schemes which are likely to generate specific effects 

successfully and sustainably.  
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1
 The Wage Earner’s Fund was an attempt by the Swedish government to further employee influence through 

shareholding by establishing collective shareholding funds funded by special payroll and profit taxes. The 
experiment ended in 1990 


