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Glorious  History vs.  Mediocre
Accomplishments
The history of the oldest German

universities — the University of Erfurt (founded
in 1379), Heidelberg University (1386), the
University of Cologne (1388), etc. - can be
traced back to the middle ages. In the late 19th
century, surpassing the Great Britain and
France, Germany became the centre for science
in the world, and home of the most prominent
researchers in many scientific disciplines
(physics,  mathematics,  chemistry, and
engineering, etc.). A considerable number of
young people travelled all the way to the
country to pursue the most advanced
knowledge there.

Nevertheless, when one refers the most
prestigious universities of today, one probably
may not immediately call into mind any
German universities alongside the list of “big
names” such as Harvard, Stanford, Oxford, or
Cambridge. German universities’ performance
on global rankings, such as the Academic
Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), QS
World University Rankings, and the Times
Higher Education (THE) World University
Rankings — the three most influential and
widely observed international university
rankings, seems to sustain the impression. In
spite of the different indicators, these three
league tables demonstrate similar results. That
is, compared with their American and British
counterparts, few German universities have
managed to squeeze into the top 100 in the
world university rankings. In the last five years,
the highest rank that German university has
achieved is No.43 in the THE ranking in 2010,

while the total number of German universities
among the top 100 list is within six.

Staying
Excellence

Egalitarian vs. Pursuing

Unlike the Anglo-Saxon model, there is no
“Ivy League” in Germany. The German system,
as well as university systems in many European
countries, follows a strong egalitarian tradition:
each university is expected to offer research
and teaching at the same level. Thus, German
universities are only differentiated by their
history (long or short) and size/scale (big or
small), but never by their reputation (good or
bad). In the meanwhile, Germany implements a
federal system and almost all universities are
public, mainly paid for by taxes. Therefore,
theoretically, these institutions are egalitarian:
all universities are equal and hence should be
treated equally. Nevertheless, such an
egalitarian system with equal funding does not
stimulate them to be ambitious or to exert
themselves to become more competitive in the
furious competition, given the lack of
competition. Consequently, German
universities either lack extra financial resources
or are less motivated to seek excellence.
Furthermore, because of the aforementioned
historic reasons, any intention to launch a
campaign, to seek any excellence or to choose a
path of inequality by funding elites is often
regarded as a taboo subject. Regarding this,
when a former Minister of Education and
Research, Edelgard Bulmahn, first put forward
the idea of such a programme, it stimulated
vigorous debate in both scientific and political
circles in Germany.
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Initiatives: Restructuring German’s

Higher Education Landscape

Against this background, in 2005,
Germany launched the first phase of the
Excellence Initiative, aimed at making
Germany a more attractive research location,
paying attention to the distinguished
achievements of German universities and
strengthening cutting-edge research in the
scientific community. By initiating the
programme, Germany universities were seeking
to remain as a “lighthouse” in the scientific
world, and to become as competitive as such
universities as Stanford or Oxford in the global
arena. Hence, the purpose of this competitive
initiative was to break the egalitarian system
and differentiate the universities: only
universities with the strongest research
potential in the international competition were
to be supported.

Organization and selection  The
Excellence Initiative has had two phases, with
three rounds. The first was between 2005 and
2012 (with two rounds respectively) and the
second between 2012 and 2017 (with a third
round). The competition was run by the
German Research Foundation (Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG) and the
German Council of Science and Humanities
(Wissenschaftsrat). In the selection process,
there was a preliminary and a final stage. In the
preliminary stage, universities submitted draft
proposal, which  were reviewed by
internationally appointed panels of experts.
According to the DFG, the commission was
composed of approximately 300 experts, with
about 60% being from other European
countries and 30% from non-European ones,
while the remaining 10% were from Germany.

In the selection for the first round, about
two thirds of all German national universities
submitted drafts, of which 22 were selected for
funding (including three funding areas). In the
second round, 82% of all German universities
handed in the drafts, and 28 universities were
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chosen for competitive funding. In the final
round, 41% (46 out of 111) of the national
universities participated, while 39 won the
funding. In terms of funding, three quarters
came from the federal government, while the
rest was provided by the individual federal
states. Altogether, about 5.3 billion Euro will
have been invested in three rounds, comprising
1.9 billion Euro (the first round), 1.0 billion
Euro (the second round), and 2.4 billion Euro
(the third round) respectively.

Funding areas The Excellence Initiative
is composed of three areas, i.e. Graduate
Schools, Clusters of Excellence, and
Institutional Strategy. Graduate Schools aims at
promoting young scientists and researchers as
well as training outstanding doctoral students.
Traditionally, doctoral education in Germany
has followed a “Master-Apprentice Model”,
which emphasizes the importance of the
personal relation between students and their
supervisors  (in  German: Doktorvater
/Doktormutter). Nevertheless, such a highly
individualized model has been often criticized
for its high drop-out rate, long duration,
doubtful quality of supervision, etc. By
establishing Graduate Schools, the intention has
been to foster the training of doctoral students
by providing structured outstanding doctoral
degree programs, an excellent research
environment, and frequent communication
between doctoral students and supervisors.
Furthermore, in the Graduate Schools, doctoral
candidates come together to work on projects
related to a common interdisciplinary research
topic. In general, in the Graduate Schools,
doctoral students obtain a broad set of skills,
which enhance their personal, professional and
career development. Currently, there are 45
Graduate Schools running with the DFG’s
financial support.

Clusters of Excellence concentrate and
focus the research potential at university
locations and enhance scientific networking
and cooperation among the participating
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institutions in Germany, i.e., universities,
non-university  research institutions, and
industries. Under this scheme, the aspiration is
to establish internationally visible, competitive
research and training facilities. Now, 43
Clusters of Excellence are in the operation.
Take the “Centre for Advancing Electronics
Dresden”, for instance, the cluster receives
approximately 34 million Euro of subsidies
during the five-year funding period and
currently, 57 scientists and their teams from
Dresden University of Technology and 10 other
partner institutions (including the Max Planck
Society, the Fraunhofer Association, the
Leibniz Association, the Helmholtz Association
and Chemnitz University of Technology) are
working together in the centre.

To qualify for the third funding area,
universities are required to win at least one
Graduate School and one Cluster of Excellence.
Unlike the above two funding areas,
Institutional ~ Strategies are intended to
strengthen a university as a whole, so that it
develops top-level research and thus, is able to
compete successfully with the leading players
in the international science market. For instance,
the Institutional Strategy of the Technical
University Munich is “The Entrepreneurial
University”, which is oriented toward major
challenges facing society in the 21st century in
areas such as energy, climate change, and the
environment, and calls for entrepreneurial
approaches that transcend boundaries of all
kinds. Heidelberg University, for instance,
proposed “Realizing the potential of a
comprehensive university”, emphasizing the
importance of interdisciplinary dialogue. After
the final round, twelve universities are awarded
the titles of “elite universities”.

Outcomes and Critiques

The Excellence Initiative has enhanced
German universities’
reputation. Although German universities have
stayed in similar positions to where they were
in the university rankings — merely five

international research

universities manage to squeeze into the top 100
— the Excellence Initiative, has still achieved its
original aim to a large extent. Shortly after the
launch of first round, the Excellence Initiative
caught the eye of the academic world, as it
raises the visibility of German science and
research vis-&vis international competitors.
Furthermore, the Excellence Initiative has been
attracting the brains from all over the world, as
the  “elite
increasingly attractive to international scholars.
According to the Alexander-von-Humboldt
Foundation, the number of foreign researchers
coming to Germany for research visits
increased by one-third between 2005 and 2009,
especially in cutting-edge research fields, such
as chemistry/pharmacy, biology and physics. In
the meanwhile, international scholars with
excellent research performance have been
drawn to the elite universities: among the top
10 host universities of the Humboldtians, eight
are/have been the elite universities.

The Excellence Initiative has injected
research vitality into German universities.
Although non-university research facilities (e.g.
the Max Planck Society, the Helmholtz
Association, Fraunhofer Society, and the
Leibniz Association) have been playing a
decisive role in research and innovation in
Germany, universities also have their
advantages when it comes to conducting
research. For instance, they are the only
institutions covering the interdisciplinary nature
of many themes in research. Furthermore,
universities undertake the tasks of educating
and training of young researchers. By
launching the Excellence Initiative, Germany
has clearly demonstrated its determination to
promote research at universities and its
aspiration of intensifying research cooperation
between universities and  non-university
institutions.

The Excellence Initiative has created a
culture of competitiveness among German
universities. Undoubtedly, the Excellence
Initiative pertains to a path of inequality

universities” have become
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involving funding of the “elites”, which has
triggered a culture of competition among
universities in Germany. Moreover, it has
brought about a new vitality amongst the
German academics, as many universities have
begun to rethink their institutional strategies
and research performance, present the
uniqueness of their institutional profiles, and
demonstrate strong competitiveness, all of
which is without precedent in the German
university landscape. In addition, since the
awarded titles of “elite university” are not once
for all, universities have to Kkeep their
competitiveness so as to defend this status. For
instance, in the third round selection, the
Karlsruhe Institute of Technology, the
University of Goettingen and the University of
Freiburg lost their elite status. Moreover, in
2016, an external commission of international
experts is to evaluate the programme and its
impact on the German higher education system.

The main critiques of the Excellence
Initiative can be divided into two perspectives.
The first perspective is whether fairness and
balance is disregarded. Universities located in
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the former Federal Republic of Germany (FRG)
dominated in all three rounds of the elite
universities. Actually, in the first two rounds,
none of the universities from the former
German Democratic Republic (GDR) were
chosen, but in the third round, two out of the
eleven winning universities of the Institutional
Strategy status came from the former GDR.
The other perspective is whether teaching and
education is ignored? As the elite universities
celebrate their triumph, many have become
worried about the teaching in those institutions:
the Excellence Initiative primarily aims at
promoting excellent research, instead of
investing in teaching or education. Since
professors are expected to get involved in the
research, it is possible that they have less time
investing in teaching; thus resulting in there
being fewer opportunities for student tuition.
Despite the above critiques, the Excellence
Initiative has been a ground-breaking
programme in  pursuing the research
pre-eminence and has changed the scientific
landscape in Germany to a large extent.
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Finland has a dual (or binary) higher
education system comprising 14 universities
and 25 universities of applied sciences
(polytechnics). The purpose of the universities
is to promote independent research and
scientific knowledge and to provide the highest
education based on this research in their
particular fields of study, while universities of
applied sciences are mainly for regional
development as providers of higher education
and as developers of the economic life of the
regions. This paper focuses its discussion on
the reforms in the Finnish university sector

with  respect to research  excellence
development.
Excellence in research,

internationalisation and the national innovation
system framework are the guiding principles of
the current higher education policy of Finland.
Since the late 1980s, there have been major
shifts in this policy as well as changes to the
governmental mechanisms of  policy
implementation. That is, the government has
played a main role in building up a system
which supports the national development policy
in a globalised knowledge economy.
Consequently, social relevance is now strongly
linked to the traditional concept of academic
quality, and building up strong research
universities has become an increasingly
important target.

Globally, two main instruments of
governments for advancing excellence in
research and for the development of
world-class research universities are structural

development, typically through institutional
mergers and focused competitive funding
mechanisms. In addition, a common trend has
been to introduce institutional and financial
autonomy and the Finnish policy is a
combination of these three elements.

Traditional Values and Changes in the
1990s

The unique flavour of Finnish policy and
it implementation can be found in the history of
the higher education system and from the
values of Nordic welfare society. From the 19th
century onwards, the idea of a university was
devised based on a strong influence of the
German-originated Humboldtian model,
meaning e.g. that all universities since then
have been research universities characterised
by extensive academic autonomy. After the
Second World War, the welfare ideologies
emerged in Finland as well as in other Nordic
countries and due to the principle of equity,
until the 1990s resources were distributed quite
evenly among all universities, with their not
having any clear academic foci. The Nordic
values of equity are also reflected in the facts
that all education at Finnish universities has
been tuition free and the professors and other
teachers used to have the status of civil servants
with quite flat salary distribution, which has
only been changed very recently. Consequently,
in the past competitive elements were largely
missing from the system.

However, a new higher education and
research policy was introduced by the
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government and slowly approved by the
universities during the 1990s. Important
landmarks were the process of linking higher
education policy to the national and regional
innovation policies and also binding these
national strategies to the policy of the European
Union with the aim of improving the
competitiveness of the country as well as that
of Europe. A concrete impulse for the higher
education and research system reform was
provided by the emergent national recovery
policy needed after a deep recession in the early
1990s which affected the whole society in
Finland. After a profound political discussion
involving civil society and industry, education
and research were identified as the main
national resources which needed be built upon
to ensure the sustained long run economic
growth of the country.

Performance-based Funding
Mechanism

The political decisions led to a new
economic growth oriented higher education and
research policies as well as profound changes
in policy implementation. That s, the
government  committed itself,  through
legislation, to a stable growth in finance for
higher education and research, strengthened the
processes of deregulation and decentralisation
of the system, for example, by introducing a
dialogue between the Ministry of Education
and universities after heavy decentralised
control. As part of the reform of the whole
public sector, the Ministry of Education and
universities together started to move gradually
towards a performance based budget allocation
model in the mid-1990s, involving autonomy;,
accountability and competition. Meanwhile,
excellence in research was also adopted as an
explicit goal of the higher education policy by
reforming the national research system
(including PhD training) through introducing
financial incentives to the national budget
allocation model.
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Institutional autonomy

The financial autonomy of universities
was systematically increased and in 2010, the
universities were formally separated from
government budget, with their legal status
being changed. Based on the Universities Act
of 2010, most universities now have a status of
an autonomous public entity, while two have a
legally termed “Foundation Universities” under
a private law. In spite of the autonomy in terms
of finances and governance, the government
continues to subsidise the universities
following the main principles developed within
the old framework of government-owned
institutions. The main difference is that they
now can longer receive financial back up from
the government. The main purpose of the
reform was to introduce concrete mechanisms
of competiveness into the system by pushing
them to diversify their funding sources but in a
safe financial environment of guaranteed basic
funding.

The other main feature of the university
reform in the framework of the Universities Act
was to introduce stakeholders to the governance
bodies, after the Humboldtian model based
tradition of academic self-governance. Today,
at least 40% of the members of the university
boards need to be external, and the chairperson
is required to be so, with most of these, in
practice, being industrial leaders. Moreover, the
authority for appointing the university rector
has been transferred to the university board
under a model emphasising democracy and
participation of all groups of staff and students.

University Mergers

As a consequence of the traditional policy
of equal distribution of the study places in a
sparsely populated country, Finnish universities
used to be quite small. The only exception was
the University of Helsinki, which has had a
kind of a national role as the main research
university in spite of its equal status with other
universities. Parallel with enacting the new
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university  law, the government has
implemented structural reform to promote
research excellence and improve the social
relevance of education and research. The most
concrete cases in higher education restructuring
in the 2010s have been four university mergers,
with excellence in research, efficiency and the
introduction of multi-disciplinarity being the
main purposes of these.

For instance, the most important merger
with an explicit aim of creating a world class
research university is a new Aalto University as
a result of amalgamation of the main national
engineering university—Helsinki University of
Technology, the main business
university—Helsinki University of Economics
and Business Administration, and Helsinki
University of Art and Design. In addition to
creating academic excellence, a special feature
of this merger has been its close link to the
national innovation policy and service
provision for industry. The conclusion of the
analysis and public discussion before the
structural reform was that a multi-disciplinary
approach, involving the combination of
engineering, business and design was urgently
needed to strengthen the competitiveness of
Finnish industries in the global market place.
Consequently, both government and industry
were committed to establishing a new
university based on the strengths of the three
aforementioned existing institutions. The
government also provided effective incentives
for the Aalto University to collect donations as
initial capital for the foundation of the
institution by promising to contribute three
additional euros for each two provided by
industry.

Competitive Funding

The national core funding for universities
since the late 1990s has mainly been based on
educational and research output to increase
efficiency and competition into the university
system. Recently the weight of research
excellence measured in particular by number of

peer reviewed publications has been increased.
The other main indicators for the measurement
of research excellence are the number of PhD
degrees and the amount of competitive research
funding from external sources.

In addition to core funding, there are two
national research funding organisations for
Finnish universities, the Academy of Finland,
for academic research, and the Finnish Agency
for Technology and Innovation (TEKES).
Originally, the former was a traditional
academic research funding organisation, but
within the past fifteen years it has adopted a
role as part of the national innovation system
and the majority of its programmes are directed
towards solutions to social problems and the
development of national competitiveness.
TEKES mainly provides funding for research
and technology programmes that have strong
industrial links, with a focus on national
competitiveness and innovation. That s,
universities are eligible for its funding only if
they cooperate with companies. The funding
mechanisms of the both organisations are based
on competition.

One example of the Academy of Finland’s
funding scheme is the programme for Centres
of Excellence in research, which provides
opportunities for research teams and consortia
to carry out research of a high international
standard (e.g. on average one million Euro per
year for one centre). Its aim is to create
favourable operating conditions for consortia of
research teams to achieve scientific
breakthroughs at the interfaces of scientific
disciplines and research fields. This funding
instrument was established in the late 1990s as
part of the reform of the university funding
model when the history based budgeting was
replaced by the performance based elements.
This is a very selective funding instrument, e.g.
only 14 Centres of Excellence were nominated
by the Academy of Finland based on peer
review for the period of 2014-2017. The
funding of Centres of Excellence is coming
from the Academy of Finland, industries and
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the participating universities. Typically they are
joint efforts of cooperating universities and
research institutes. Six Centres for the coming
four year period are coordinated by the
University of Helsinki showing its status as the
key world class research university in Finland.
Although the funding from the Academy is not
very high (about one million Euro per year
varying according to the nature of research) the
status of a Centre of Excellence is very
important as funding is applied from other
funders. Most of the Centres are on the fields of
natural sciences, technology and medicine.
Many of them are connected to the national
Strategic Centres for Science, Technology and
Innovation (SHOK) instrument, an industry
driven and mainly TEKES funded innovation
policy instrument promoting to the
development of the most strategic industrial
clusters of Finland.

Concluding Discussion

Finland is an example of a country where
the government has adopted a policy of
promoting research excellence by creating a
combination of instruments, which
simultaneously introduces competition into the
system, but keeps the main policy
implementation tools in its hands. That is,
performance based funding and contracting
between the ministry and universities respect
institutional  autonomy, but force the
universities to listen the voice of government.
In particular, the government has pushed the
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universities to acquire an academic profile that
concentrates on their natural academic and
regional strengths. Moreover, the renewed
research funding mechanisms and programmes
offer incentives for universities to move
towards excellence and relevance, especially in
collaboration with industry. Today, the main
potential sources of increased research funding
are international, in particular, the European
Union research programmes and industrial
funding. The structural reform of the Finnish
university system has facilitated
multi-disciplinarity and cooperation  with
industry, both at the domestic and international
level. All of the described measures are aimed
at galvanising the process of creating
world-class research universities.

The main obstacles for realisation of the
goals of research excellence and linking them
to the national, regional and global production
and innovation systems can be found in the
slowly changing academic values and inwardly
oriented academic culture. That is, Finnish
universities still suffer from their history as
academic ivory towers and their roots being
grounded in a heavily controlled higher
education system. However, they have started
to reform their internal organisations by
introducing multi-disciplinarity, by merging
small units as well as by reforming their
management and leadership models under the
new and more flexible framework provided by
the new Universities Act.
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In Norway, explicit policies for
“excellence” in research and the introduction of
Centres of Excellence (COE) are outcomes of a
policy discussion which dates back to the late
1980s, the effects of which on overall research
policy had a very limited effect before 2000.
Several evaluations of Norwegian research in
the 1990s pointed to the relatively “flat”
landscape; resources were distributed fairly
evenly and few research groups held high
international quality. As a response to this, two
initiatives for generous, selective funding of the
“very best” researchers and research groups
were established in the 90s. The first was the
“Centre of Advanced Study” (CAS),
established in 1992 and modelled on Princeton
Centre for Advanced Studies. CAS was, and
still is, a small centre providing three small
selected research groups the opportunity to
devote all their time to basic research for one
year. It is administrated and hosted by the
Norwegian Academy of Science and Letters. A
second initiative, launched in the mid-1990s,
was the top-level research programme in
medicine and health sciences. The programme
— running from 1998 to 2003 — aimed to
identify outstanding researchers and offer them
generous funding and working conditions for
conducting international top-level research.
Together, these two initiatives opened up a new
track of policy development, legitimising
concentration of resources to the best research

groups. The top-level research programme was
supplanted by the “Young Excellent
Researchers” programme in 2003, which was
modelled on its predecessor, but encompassed
all academic fields and targeted young
researchers at an early stage in their research
careers.

These initial developments in excellence
policy took place as much in spite of, as in
response to, official research policy. That is,
distributive and more egalitarian policy
objectives remained for long a more
pronounced concern than concentration of
resources and promoting excellence. When the
COE-scheme was initiated in the 1999 White
Paper on research, part of the argument was
that such schemes had already been
successfully introduced in other countries, with
a major inspiration being the Danish
COE-scheme (started in 1993). In 2002 the
Norwegian COE-scheme was launched with an
open call for proposals.

COE Policy Objectives, Terms and
Funding

The aim of the COE-scheme is to promote
cutting edge basic research through long-term,
generous funding, strengthen
internationalisation of Norwegian research and
to foster researcher recruitment. The scheme is
an open national programme administered by
the Research Council of Norway (RCN) and
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currently comprises 21 COEs, all awarded for a
10-year period.  Universities,  university
hospitals, university colleges as well as
independent research institutes may apply for
COE-grants and act as host institutions for the
awarded centres. Moreover, multiple research
institutions may join forces in one COE — one
as host institution, the others as partners.

Each centre receives a COE-grant of 1 to
1.8 million Euro per year, from a total yearly
budget of 33 million Euro (2013). In addition to
the COE-grant, COEs receive substantial
co-funding from their host institutions, and are
relatively successful in obtaining sponsorship
from other competitive research programmes.
On average, the COE grant makes up about 20
per cent of the total budget of the COEs, while
host institutions contribute about a quarter. The
terms of the COE scheme stipulate that the
RCN and the host institution shall jointly
contribute to the resources required for the
research at the COEs. In addition, the amount
of funding from the two bodies is fixed by
contract for the full contract period and does
not depend on the amount of other money the
COE is able to attract. There are no restrictions
on the size of the centres or on the COE’s
capacity to apply for and receive other grants.
The COE-scheme is open to all disciplines and
research groups, and has no thematic priorities.
These general terms are seen as highly
attractive among Norwegian scientists, and
being awarded this status is generally regarded
as very prestigious.

Selection Based on International Peer
Review

The selection of COEs is based on open
calls for proposals and a two-stage review
process by international expert panels organised
by the RCN. So far there has been a new call
for proposals every fifth year. For the first call
in 2002, the RCN received 129 proposals, with
40 being selected for the second stage of the
peer review process and 13 COEs eventually
awarded. For the third call in 2012, the RCN
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received 139 proposals, of which 29 were
selected for the second stage of the peer review
process, and 13 new COEs were awarded,
replacing the 13 first centres whose 10-year
period expired in 2012. A large majority of the
COEs are located at the three largest
universities in Norway: 26 of 34 are hosted by
the University of Oslo, the Norwegian
University of Science and Technology and the
University of Bergen.

The COE-status and funding is provided
for a 5+5 year period, with prolongation for the
second 5-year period being contingent on the
results of a mid-term evaluation by
international review panels. So far, all selected
COEs have passed the mid-term evaluation.
The evaluation investigates not only the
scientific quality of the centres, but also
organisational issues concerning collaboration
within the COE, recruitment, the relationship
between the host and the centre, and between
the centre and adjacent environments.

Impact on Research and Research
Strategy

Given the entrenched egalitarian norms
and structures of Norwegian research, the
COE-scheme represents something new. That is,
the long-term and lump-sum funding model
provides conducive conditions for attracting
highly qualified scholars and building strong
research communities. Moreover, the scheme
has enhanced collaboration across research
fields; the centres are interdisciplinary and
co-location of involved research groups seems
to enhance synergies and sustain the
development of a dynamic and collaborative
research environment.

The COE-scheme has also increased
national competition, having raised ambition
and aspiration in Norwegian research, both for
the involved groups and for others that strive to
qualify for the scheme. In an otherwise
egalitarian research landscape, the
COE-scheme has created research peaks,
having legitimised concentration of research
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resources for selected research groups by
adhering to the academic norms of excellence.
The COE-scheme is considered to have
substantially added value and produced lasting
effects on Norwegian research. It has been
particularly successful in terms of promoting
researcher recruitment and strengthening the
internationalisation of Norwegian research.
This has been achieved through sponsoring
international projects, senior researchers in
part-time positions, guest researchers, and by
providing increased funds for travel. The
international networks have been, furthermore,
strengthened by PhD students and Postdocs
who pursue an academic career abroad while
retaining strong ties to Norway. To a certain
extent the COE scheme has also increased
national collaboration, particularly in those
fields where there is more than one such centre.

More generally, the COEs are reported to
have enhanced universities’ ability to make
strategic priorities and organise research, and to
sustain stronger scholarly leadership. That is,
the centres imply both new leadership
challenges and more leadership positions.
Moreover, their organisation has contributed to
a fruitful discussion about leadership and
personnel responsibilities in universities across
Norway.

Implications and Challenges

When the COE-scheme was established, it
gained wide support and was met with less
resistance than could have been expected, and it
is now strongly embedded in Norwegian
research policy. Nevertheless, criticism has
been voiced that funding opportunities for
single researchers and small groups have
decreased. There has also been some criticism
of the COE selection process, seen to be to
some research areas’ disfavour and to lack
transparency.

In general, the COEs have more external
funding and better financial terms than most
other research groups. Moreover, the
institutional co-funding implies that there is

harder competition for the host institution’s
internal funds and in some cases reduced
resources for other research groups. Analyses
of personnel resources in the relevant research
areas show that the COEs employ a large share
of the doctoral students in many areas,
indicating both a current impact on resource
allocations, and a potential for lasting effects in
the research field. They also account for a large
part of senior and researcher positions in
several fields. In places where talent is a scarce
resource, subfields without COEs are in danger
of being ‘impoverished’. Still, a substantial part
of researchers are attracted from abroad, and in
some cases the COEs are able to attract
individuals who otherwise would have chosen a
non-academic career; recruitment is not always
a one-country zero-sum game within academia.

In addition to enhancing research
excellence, the COE-scheme has an important
organisational aspect. That is, a temporary unit
with specific organisational structures presents
challenges for the host universities and
departments — in terms of handling and
institutionalising a relatively powerful research
unit, positioned somewhat outside of the
traditional structures. At the same time, these
traditional structures present challenges for the
centres; COEs have to find their place and
create a new organisation in an environment
that, to some extent, resists such initiatives.
After ten years of experience, we might
conclude that the centres have shaken up some
of the sedimentary structures of universities, as
they have had to meet needs for appropriate
administrative procedures and strategies to
cater for and integrate temporary research units.

Among the university leadership, the
COEs — and excellence more generally — have
been given high priority. The COEs require
much extra organisation and administration, but
the host institutions still welcome them and
believe having them is worth the extra effort.
They provide additional income by attracting
other external grants and they enhance the
status of the university. Nevertheless, there are
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several examples of strained relationships
between centres and their local environment.
This may be caused by ‘buy-out’ of key
personnel from teaching duties, by centres
being perceived to unsettle the balance between
scholarly priorities, or more generally by
personal attitudes, relationships and limited
leadership abilities. Notably, several COEs
have responded to criticism that they were
isolated from the activities of the regular
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university units, by having taken measures to
ensure better anchoring of the centre within the
host institution, both during and after the
COE-period. Moreover, centres that are well
integrated into their local research environment
during the COE-period will have a better
chance to continue activities and maintain
competencies within their host institutions after
the expiry of the COE-period.
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For the Russian higher education system,
the last decade has been not only a time of
far-reaching major reforms (such as the
introduction of a new university admissions
system based on national unified test
examination (USE) obligatory for all high
school graduates), but also one pertaining to the
realization of several government excellence
initiatives aimed at supporting and developing
leading Russian universities. In fact, these
government programs influenced the higher
education landscape of the country a great deal.
For, while they did not help much with solving
the problem of a preponderance of weak higher
education institutions in the sector, they
certainly allowed a fair number of rather good
and promising universities to improve
significantly the quality of their educational
programs and to some extent, their research
capacity. Three main programs have been
launched in the last eight years: innovative
educational projects, development and support
for national research universities, and most
recently, the program for improving global
competitiveness, all of which have been
underpinned by the same basic principles,
which has resulted in common inefficiencies.
All three programs were initiated by the state
and were run under the assumption that there
would be little, if any, input from the business
sector, both in terms of financial resources or
direct participation through links between the
academic sector and industry.

Innovative Educational Projects

In early 2006, the Ministry for Education
announced two rounds of competition for the
Innovative Educational Projects. The main

purpose of this program was to give selected
universities incentives and resources to develop
high-quality  educational programs (and
significantly improve existing ones) both at
undergraduate and graduate level. Creating
Master’s level programs was an outstanding
challenge for many universities and this project
was aimed at helping them to build sound
master program curricula under the new
institutional rules (Russia joined the Bologna
process in 2003). Since it was clear that the
universities lacked people with advanced
training in many disciplines (e.g. social
sciences), important emphasis was placed on
providing investment in human capital through
various forms of training activities and
advanced courses for faculty members.

Each university submitted an application
with detailed description of the proposed
activities and expected results. In the first round,
the ministry received 200 applications from
which 17 winners were selected by an
executive committee that included government
officials as well as researchers and people from
Russian business community. The successful
bidders were awarded financial support to the
tune of 20 billion Rub (660 million USD) for
two years in total. In the second round
(organized half a year later), there were 40
winners from 267 applications, who also
received support of 20 billion Rub, about one
third of those chosen being located in Moscow.
In sum, the aim of this program was to focus on
the educational sphere as a stepping-stone to
improving teaching and research, but it did not
set any ambitious goals relating to the latter.
That is, state money was to be distributed for
the following activities: training of faculty and
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researchers, acquisition of research equipment,
and development of innovative educational
programs. To assure that money would not be
just “eaten up” by the universities in their
general budgets, they were prohibited from
spending money on faculty staff salaries.

It is hard to identify the general impact of
this initiative on these universities and on the
Russian higher education system in general,
because no rigorous analysis was carried out by
the end of the program. Until the very last
moment participating universities believed (and
that belief has been based on some unofficial
information coming from the Ministry of
Education) that this program would be
extended for at least several years more.
However, it has been terminated without any
prolongation and many universities had to stop
abruptly the development programs that they
had started, since the short-term financial
support did not bring (with rare exceptions)
secure financial sustainability for launched
projects. The only objective fact that sheds
some light on the program impact is that 25 out
of the 29 universities that were awarded the
status of national research university were
recipients of innovative educational project.

National Research Universities

Program

The aim of the next strategic government
program was to contribute to the dynamic
development of research and technology in
Russia by providing program-based financial
support to a number of leading universities.
These universities were awarded with the status
of national research university and were
supposed to improve significantly in terms of
the quality of their human capital and
infrastructure as well as increase their impact
and visibility in the academic market. The first
two NRUs were created by a decree of
president Medvedev in October 2008, namely,
the National Research Nuclear University and
Moscow Engineering and Physics University.
However, the majority of universities were
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selected for this status on a competitive basis,
with the selection process being organized in
two rounds that resulted in 27 winners in total
(with 12 universities being awarded this status
in 2009 and 15 in 2010), with the additional to
aforementioned institutions.

They submitted their proposals in the form
of five year development programs and in
accordance with the requirements of the
structure and content, each had six main
sections: (1) a list and brief description of
university priority areas in science and
education (justified by the objective results of
educational, research and innovative activities
for the past three years); (2) program goals and
objectives; (3) a detailed list of planned
activities; (4) justification for funding; (5) the
governance model; and (6) description of the
expected socioeconomic results of program
implementation for the science, education and
economy of the country. An important part of
each program was a university commitment to
some key indicators of program progress and
success. The funding mechanism takes the form
of direct subsidies transferred in tranches,
delivering of each successive one being subject
to the results of previous reporting. The
program terms and conditions  strictly
determine how money can be spent and again,
and no funds can be distributed directly for
salaries (neither for teachers nor for
researchers).

An important feature of the program is
that it is formally designed to support research
and education not across the whole university,
but just in the priority areas. This creates at
least two sorts of inefficiency: first, some
universities have put a lot effort into justifying
spending program resources to other areas at
the expense of the designated ones and to their
detriment have occasionally succeeded. Second,
it doesn’t require performance indicators to be
calculated in clear and transparent way and thus
has given the universities the opportunity to
“play with numbers”. This is not the only
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problem associated with the design of the key
indicators, which are supposed to measure
success in education activity, research
performance, international recognition, and
financial sustainability. Many experts have
expressed various concerns about them, such as
their being hard to very verify (e.g. the numbers
of students that start their career in the focal
subject areas). Moreover, because the directives
of the indicators say nothing precise about the
academic progress of an institution, the
program has become associated with improper
incentives that lower quality. Finally, some
indicators simply do not work effectively due to
the lack of clarity in relation to expected
academic standards (e.g. some indicators do not
make a distinction between international
peer-review journals and domestic ones when
estimating total research productivity of an
institution).

Even though the program of support for
national research universities, obviously, has
had some limitations, it has had an important
impact on the higher education sector landscape
in Russia. However, there is still little
integration of teaching and research within this
program, and some disciplines are favored over
others. That is, there is some bias toward
technical institutions: 29 universities in total
received NRU status in 2009-2010, including
17 technical universities (59%), 9 classical
universities (31%), 1 social science university,
1 medical school, and one academic center
under the Russian Academy of Science.
Moreover, eleven of the selected universities
are based in Moscow.

International Competitiveness
Program

At the end of year 2012, the Russian
president Vladimir Putin signed a decree with a
target that at least five Russian universities by
2020 should be in the top 100 of world
university rankings. While such a target seems
probably too ambitions, it clearly indicates the
priorities articulated by the state and such

values are also clear (at least to some extent) to
the professoriate. Regarding this, according to
the recent survey of the academic profession
almost 90% of Russian faculty in public
universities believes that strengthening the
nation’s capacity to compete internationally
should be among the top priorities for higher
education in the country.

In the mid-June this year, about 50
universities submitted their application for the
global competitiveness program and the
successful candidates will be selected after
evaluation by international and Russian experts.
Until now, there has been no information as to
how many universities will be chosen. However,
the total financial support is already determined
for the year 2013, being approximately 9 billion
Rub (300 million USD) and this money will be
distributed disproportionately, according to the
quality of applications and commitments that
universities are ready to take. As for the future
years, there is still no decision about the
amount of financial support that will be made
available. The rectors of universities chosen for
support within this program will be personally
responsible for the program implementation
and results. Also, they are about to lose their
unlimited power, for each university have an
external board that will power over the rector
regarding the most important decisions. This
board will also include international colleagues
so as to introduce worldly experience and
vision into the system.

Selection is based on university
commitment to ambitious goals that university
is targeting to achieve within several
consequent years: position (accurately up to 50
positions) in leading global universities
rankings (for universities and educational
programs); the number of articles in the Web
of Science and Scopus per faculty member;
the average citation index per faculty member
calculated from the total number of articles in
the Web of Science and Scopus; proportion of
international  faculty; the proportion of
international  students studying on the
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university's main educational programs; the
share of revenue from non-budgetary sources in
relation to total university revenue; average
USE scores of students admitted to the
university for a full-time bachelor's degree and
specialist studies financed by the federal
government.

Some experts have expressed concerns
that the design of the indicator set creates
incentives for quick results, that is, publishing
into low-tier journals to achieve quantitative
targets and bringing in weak international
“academic tourists”. It has also been argued
that the criteria discriminate against humanities
in that journals are not the main places to
publish scholarly work. In sum, there is some
mismatch between the targeted goals of this
program and the national priority of creating
competitive universities in Russia not only in a
limited numbers of disciplines (such as
technical sciences) but across the whole
spectrum. While it’s too early to discuss any
possible results of this program, one can see
that internationalization and research support
are now the key projected milestones that were
largely ignored under the previous initiatives.
Whether those universities, with an almost-zero
level of internationalization and
historically-rooted  separation from basic
research, will be able to succeed, is still an
open question.
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Conclusion

The three programs described above
aimed at achieving excellence have some
features in common. In all cases the choice of
the recipients for funding has been based on
competitive grounds that assume the integral
development of programs and some clear
commitment from the university to achieve
their set targets. However, within each initiative
there was no long-term commitment for
financial support from the state, which clearly
created obstacles for long-term investment in
relation to such matters as human capital
(including hiring international faculty for
tenure and tenure-track positions) and the
unintended incentive of obtaining quick returns
on short-term goals. There is also a lack of
general vision of what universities should be
striving to achieve as this is buried in tens of
performance indicators and extensive paper
reporting. As a consequence, there is a little
understanding of what the exact overall impact
the realization of these programs by the chosen
institutions should have on the higher education
system in general. Nevertheless, improvement
of quality of leading Russian universities is
evidently apparent and this is clearly as a
consequence of the state policy of continuous
support in recent years.
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The European Context

When talking about the European Union’s
(EU) policies and initiatives, one must bear in
mind that the EU is not one country, but 28
very different countries that are moving at very
different pace and sometimes in different
directions. To complicate the situation further,
the EU is governed by means of an “Open
Method of Coordination” in areas such as
education and research, meaning that the
member states’ cooperation is voluntary. With
this background knowledge, one can better
understand why the EU appears to be herding
cats and cows whenever a common strategy or
structure is introduced. It also helps explain
why “European added value” matters so much
for the EU as a justification for its intervention
in certain areas, such as education and research,
which remain largely the competence of
national governments.

However, too
“European added
competitiveness as a union, although necessary
for creating internal cohesion within the EU,
may wrongly convey a Eurocentric message
when it comes to cooperation with
non-European  countries.  This  awkward
situation in forming global partnerships will
hopefully be changed with the opening up of

much  emphasis  of

value” and European

the EU’s funding programmes to the world in
2014.

What’s in it for Third Countries in the
New EU Funding Programmes for
Education and Research

Perhaps it is misleading to say that the
EU’s funding programmes will be opened up to
the world in 2014, because in some ways, they
are already open. The EU has been very
generous in funding third country students to
study in the EU through its education and
training funding programmes, such as the
Erasmus Mundus Programme. Moreover, the
Jean Monnet Programme has been supporting
third-country higher education institutions in
the offering of EU-related courses. In addition,
the Marie Curie Actions and other funding
programmes in the framework programmes for
research, currently being the Seventh
Framework Programme (FP7), have also
funded large numbers of third country
researchers for carrying out their scientific
work in Europe. For example, China (one of the
eight countries participating most in FP7) is
reported to have 285 participants receiving 26.3
million Euro in FP7, as well as 412 researchers
and 171 institutions receiving a total value of
12.3 million Euro through the Marie Curie
Actions. Clearly, non-EU students and
researchers who have a European orientation in
their study choices or research interests have
already been benefiting from the EU’s financial
support.

The opening up of EU funding
programmes in 2014 is not so much about the
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opportunity for third country partners to access
EU funding, but the mutuality in the way they
participate. In the proposed Horizon 2020,
which will replace FP7 in 2014, third country
partners can fully participate in EU
programmes, meaning that they will have the
right to set the agenda of the research, but in
return, they have to share the responsibility of
co-funding the research projects. Similarly,
Erasmus for All, the proposed EU funding
programme for education, culture, youth and
sport, due to be launched in 2014, seeks to
address the imbalance of student flows between
Europe and the rest of the world (Asia, in
particular). The EU’s flagship mobility
programme, Erasmus, which has been restricted
to intra-European mobility, will be opened up
to the world, meaning that European students
can use the EU funding for study abroad or
placement in third countries.

Both Erasmus for All and Horizon 2020
are still in the making. Until now, the exact
rules of the game as well as the precise budget
allocation are still under negotiation. Erasmus
for All is to be renamed as Erasmus+.
Nevertheless, the general policy direction of
“opening up Europe to the rest of the world”
has more or less been set by now.

The EU’s Research Excellence
Initiatives and their Role in the New
Policy Framework

Opening up is one thing; being attractive
is another. No doubt, high profile funding
schemes, e.g. Marie Curie Actions, are
attracting talents and will continue to do so. But
what else can the EU offer to the rest of the
world to attract their full participation, apart
from funding? To answer this question, we may
find some hints in the internationalisation
communication ‘Enhancing and focusing EU
international cooperation in research and
innovation: A strategic approach’ released by
the European Commission in September 2012.
In this communication, the Commission has
laid its eyes on research infrastructures: “The
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Research Infrastructures activity will have a
specific focus on international cooperation. Its
e-Infrastructures component has an inherent
international  dimension by  supporting
collaboration through digital means.” (p. 4)

Since 2002, with the inauguration of the
European Strategy Forum on Research
Infrastructures (ESFRI), the EU has been
investing systematically in the construction of
world-class research infrastructures (RIS).
These RIs “may be ‘single-sited’ (a single
resource at a single location), ‘distributed’ (a
network of distributed resources), or ‘virtual’
(the service is provided electronically).” In
other words, a RI could either be an actual large
laboratory, like CERN (Conseil Européen pour
la Recherche Nucléire), where talented
researchers from all over the world meet
face-to-face to conduct top-level research
together; or it could be a very large database
connecting many different resources and hosted
in the cloud to be accessible to a global
scientific community; or it could consist of
networks of facilities and resources accessible
to scientists working in the same fields. Rls of
any of these types are meant to be excellent in
nature, European in scale and global in
orientation. Ultimately, they are expected to
support the creation of a competitive and
attractive European Research Area, by 2014.

Indeed, RIs have great potential to
demonstrate the research excellence of the EU
in different disciplines and thus in attracting
intellectual input from foreign talent or even
foreign investment for co-development and
co-funding. However, these large
infrastructures, which are meant to be big and
attractive, often turn out to be very complicated
and hard to understand for people who are
unfamiliar with how Europe works.

Making Sense of the EU’s RIs

The easiest way to present the EU’s Rls is
perhaps by describing them as the “CERN” of
different disciplines, ranging from social
sciences and humanities to astronomy,
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genomics through to nanotechnologies. These
Rls provide technological solutions common to
a specific research field, they allow the
exchange and reuse of resources, such as
research data or software across all members
and they can provide a large rich network of
people with a wide range of skills and
experiences, as well as training opportunities
for early-stage researchers. According to ESFRI,
which provides policy support for Rls at the EU
level, of the 70 European research
infrastructure networks, 48 European Rls have
been supported by the EU’s FP7. The total
financial contribution by the EU to those
projects amounts to around 700 million Euro. It
must be noted, however, that EU funding for
the RIs varies to a great extent and that national
funding from participating countries may
constitute a larger share of the funding of RIs
than EU funding, especially after an initial
phase during which funding comes largely from
the EU.

While RIs provide many affordances to
researchers, they are also not just expensive,
but also large in scale and complex in structure.
This is an inevitable result of pooling financial
resources and talents of a given discipline from
all over Europe to achieve economies of scale
and create a critical mass that no single
European country alone could achieve. Over
complexity in the organisation of pan-European
Rls in compliance with the wvery diverse
national legal frameworks has consumed vast
amounts of resources and energy in the
networks, and in some cases, led to deadlocks
in their development. The EU’s solution for this
has been to grant these pan-European RIs a
unique European legal status called European
Research Infrastructure Consortium (ERIC), a
construct which came into force in 2009. Two
mature RIs have been able to simplify their
governance structure by obtaining the ERIC
status, and seven more RIs are in the queue to
obtain the same status.

Europe is very diverse, which is both a
blessing and a stumbling block. On the one

hand, diversity, and more importantly, the
respect for it have allowed Europe to retain its
cultural and linguistic richness. On the other
hand, this may result in much wasted time and
energy whilst negotiating a common ground. As
a result, the construction of Rls is not always as
smooth and fast as expected. In fact, many RIs
are still under preparation or are still to be
implemented. A report on the implementation
of Rls released by ESFRI in November 2012
concludes that 27 RIs are currently under
implementation, and one or two more will be
ready for implementation in 2015. This
accounts for around 60% of the 48
pan-European RIs, which also means that 40%
of the RlIs still have a long way to go until they
can become fully operative.

Judging from the proposed Horizon 2020
and the accompanying internationalisation
communication, it seems that the EU considers
that the time is ripe for opening up some of the
Rls, especially e-infrastructures, to the rest of
the world for co-development. How exactly this
can be done remains unknown, but we can
perhaps speculate a little based on one of the
e-infrastructures, namely the "Digital Research
Infrastructure for the Arts and Humanities"
(DARIAH).

Imagining the Opening Up of an
e-Infrastructure to China

DARIAH, as its name suggests, is one of
the few existing digital research infrastructures
aimed at researchers in the arts and humanities.
It aims to enable researchers in fields, such as
history, literary studies, art history or
musicology, to conduct their research using
innovative digital methods of discovering,
accessing and analysing relevant data, such as
digital representations of manuscripts, large
collections of textual data or image databases.
DARIAH is an infrastructure in three ways: it
provides various types of technical solutions for
collaborative research; it makes resources for
and information about digitally-enabled
research in the humanities accessible; and it is
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actively building a community of researchers
with the skills to make the best use of the tools
and resources it provides.

Opening up this infrastructure to
researchers beyond Europe can happen in
several ways. Because DARIAH strives to
make tools, resources and information as
openly available as possible, many of its
offerings are already available to anyone
interested, via the internet. But for
non-European researchers, and especially
researchers from China or Asia, in general, to
participate actively in a research infrastructure
would mean much more. On a technical level, it
would mean formulating requirements for work
with materials in non-European languages, for
example, full Unicode support for Chinese
characters, additional features for
transliterations, and editors with right-to-left
input support for historical texts. Providing
such functionality, however, would be easy
compared to the administrative challenges: how
could a non-EU-country become a member of
an ERIC? What status should such a member
have?

These administrative issues are already
being addressed and the opportunities afforded
by European-Asian collaboration would make
finding effective solutions to them worthwhile:
For many centuries, European and Asian
cultures have been interacting on many levels,
such as politics, philosophy, literature, and the
arts, if researchers were able to access relevant
materials from both cultures in a common
though flexible technological framework, this
would undoubtedly enrich comparative studies
of these cultures. The travel of ideas and their
transformation and adaptation in the process
could be studied and such research may show
that the distance between Europe and Asia is
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smaller than it appears. Moreover, it may
encourage us to think hard about how we can
work together in research, and how digital
research infrastructures could enable us to
explore further this shared ground.

The Future is where Excellence Meets
on Common Ground

In May 2012, the EU and China
established the EU-China High Level
People-to-People Dialogue (HPPD). This was
followed by an EU-China Summit for the
creation of a new High level Dialogue on
Innovation Cooperation in September 2012 and
the launch of an EU-China Higher Education
Platform for Cooperation and Exchange
(HEPCE), in April 2013. These initiatives have
indicated the political will from both sides to
cooperate on higher education and research
matters. The immediate next questions would
appear to be with whom to cooperate and in
what ways and what domains to work together.
Some years ago, universities may have simply
gone for the top ranked universities of a given
ranking and worked together in the most
fashionable fields, be they relevant to the local
context or not. Today, more and more thought is
given to the diversity of excellence, and so the
search for common ground to build the
different clusters of excellence has become
fundamental.

At the EU level, we can already see this
logic at work in the selection and support given
to the pan-European Rls in different disciplines.
Whether the same logic can be extended to a
global level would, however, require much
more openness to embrace diversity and the
discovery of a convincing common ground, or
what are often called the grand challenges.



