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Introduction – 
aims and summary
The evaluation of existing Centres of Excellence 

(FP7 REGPOT, FP6 ToK, FP5 CoE, SF CoE) is an im-

portant step to recognizing the aspects that either 

promote or impair a Centre’s odds for successful 

participation under the Teaming/Twinning actions 

in the EU Framework Programme for Research 

and Innovation Horizon 2020. 

The Benchmarking report first of all briefly outlines 

the differences in research and innovation perfor-

mance in Europe providing the background infor-

mation and macro-perspectives on the chances 

and obstacles for Centres of Excellence. In a sec-

ond step, the potential contribution of the Horizon 

2020 programme area “Spreading Excellence 

and Widening Participation” is outlined. The report 

presents the analysis of the strengths and weak-

nesses, opportunities and threats related to Cent-

ers of Excellence, and gathers selected success 

stories of sustainability that may be replicated in 

or adapted to projects under the Teaming/Twin-

ning instrument. Moreover, special attention is giv-

en to the emerging centres of excellence requiring 

an upgrade in Widening countries. 

The Benchmarking Report examines the Centres 

on four dimensions: 

   finance ability to attract and mobilise  
   funds, 

   fame progress in excellence capacity, 

  

    fuss barriers impairing catching-up 
    processes in research and innovation  

    excellence

    framework conditions conducive to  
    developing the highest quality standards     
    in research and innovation excellence. 

The Report presents a qualitative analysis of the 

aspects related to the Centre's potential and its 

further enhancement with a view to the Teaming/

Twinning actions and reflects on practical case 

studies.

The Research and Innovation gap in 
Europe

Despite serious efforts by the European Union 

and the Member States, significant gaps remain 

among European regions in terms of research and 

innovation performance (please see the graph 1 

Innovation divide). This is due to different levels of 

economic development and deep structural differ-

ences linked to many diverse factors (geography, 

specific localisation issues, socio-economic and 

cultural aspects, etc.). The most significant factors 

of functioning research and innovation systems 

include, i.a. a mix of strategies, initiatives, and pro-

grammes guiding investment choices; principles 

such as transparency, autonomy, openness and 

competition in funding research and innovation; 

support for participation in international research 

and innovation activities; and a critical amount of 

research funding.

Graph 1 

Innovation divide.

Source: 

Innovation Union Scoreboard 2015

The continuing financial crisis has increased the con-

straints on public R&D budgets. For the entire EU-

28, the ratio of the R&D intensity (R&D investment 

as a percentage of their GDP) was 2,01% in 2012. It is 

estimated that out of the EU’s 266 regions, only 10,5 % had 

an R&D intensity above 3%, which remains a target 

within the Europe 2020 strategy. Taken together, 

these regions accounted for more than one -third 

of the EU’s R&D expenditure.1 These figures show 

significant disparities between central, eastern and 

southern European countries’ regions and the north-

ern and western parts of the EU, termed the “inno-

vation divide”. Thus, substantial large-scale and con-

sistent policies are required to help lagging regions 

in Europe reverse these trends, to identify appropri-

ate  strategies conducive to increasing investments 

and to catalyse structural interventions that would 

make a difference in European competitiveness.

The EU, in the new financial framework running from 

2014 until 2020, is determined to deal with these 

challenges through promoting the integration of dif-

ferent policies in support of research and innovation, 

first and foremost the European Structural and In-

vestment Funds (ESIF) and Horizon 2020 – the EU’s 

Framework Programme for Research and Innova-

tion.
                • ESIF are an important part of the EU budget   

      (35% or 350 bn euros) and a major source for   

      low R&I performing countries in particular to 

     investing in R&I and in the attractiveness of   

     MS and their regions (incl. digital infrastruc-         

     ture, environment, transport, labour market).

• The differences in research and innovation 

   performance are also mirrored in the partici-

   pation to Horizon 2020. Therefore, Horizon 2020

   provides tailored support for low-performing 

   EU Member States through “Spreading Excel-      

   lence and Widening Participation”.

Spreading Excellence and Widening 
Participation

The Horizon 2020 programme area “Spreading 

excellence and widening participation” intends to 

enhance the competitiveness and excellence of re-

search organisations in less-performing countries 

and regions, called “Widening” countries,  by dealing 

with these aforementioned challenges: R&D invest-

ments, efficiency and effectiveness of R&D systems 

and networking. 

Thereby, it aims to contribute to tap into the unex-

ploited potential in R&D, especially in "widening" 

countries (for division into two groups of countries: 

"widening” and "non-widening" based on the com-

posite indicator please see the graph 2).

Just over 800 million euros are reserved for activi-

ties under this part. Among the actions funded are 

Teaming and Twinning.

 

1 EUROSTAT regional yearbook 2015.1
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“Widening” countries: 

In order to ensure the greatest possible impact 
through targeting only the lowest performing 
European countries, and maximising the value of 
these actions, applicant organization from the fol-
lowing Member States and Associated Countries 
will be eligible to submit proposals as coordina-
tors:

• Member States: Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus,   
  Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia,    
  Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland, Por-    
  tugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia.

Teaming aims to support the creation of new 

(or upgrading of existing) Centres of Excellence in 

low R&I performing Member States and Associ-

ated Countries on the basis of partnerships with 

internationally leading institutions. All applications 

for funding must match the recipient country’s or 

region’s Smart Specialization Strategies (RIS 3) or 

an equivalent growth strategy (such as IPA II for 

associated countries). Following a successful first 

phase (which takes one year) in which a business 

plan is developed, significant seed finance of max. 15 

million euro may be provided in second phase (with a 

duration of five to seven years) for initial implemen-

tation steps. For implementing the future Center of 

Excellence, it is essential that national/regional au-

thorities commit financial resources (e.g. resources 

coming from the European Structural and Invest-

ment Funds or Instrument for Pre-accession As-

sistance (IPA II) funds as appropriate,) in particular 

regarding investment in infrastructure equipment. 

Twinning aims to exploit the huge potential of 

networking for excellence through knowledge 

transfer and, exchange of best practice between 

research institutions and leading partners.

It is intended to strengthen a specific research field 

in an emerging institution, by linking a university or 

research centre in a low-performing country with 

at least two internationally-leading institutions 

in Europe for a duration of up to 3 years with a 

budget of up to 1 million euro. This is underpinned 

by staff exchanges, expert visits, short-term on-

site or virtual training sessions, workshops, joint 

summer schools and outreach activities. Twinning 

applicants are encouraged to explain their institu-

tion’s links with the host location’s smart speciali-

sation strategy.

The measures (teaming, twinning) have been de-

signed to complement the activities financed through 

the European Structural and Investment Funds. 

Since the budget is limited in the face of these huge 

structural challenges, it is hoped that the projects 

financed will become lighthouse examples spread-

ing out to other parts of the EU and inspiring similar 

activities to be replicated elsewhere. In addition, the 

challenge is to integrate research and innovation 

in the context of comprehensive R&I strategies for 

smart specialisation. Collaborative approaches like 

Twinning and Teaming of European partners can be 

an important driver to promote the internationalisa-

tion of businesses, technology transfer and to create 

knowledge-based regional economies and societies.

Such partnerships can only be successful when pro-

viding benefits, not only for emerging R&I organisa-

tions, but also for institutions leading in their field. 

The latter can gain from such collaborations in many 

ways, including increased international visibility, en-

hanced capabilities through joint learning, increased 

mobility (inwards and outwards) of qualified scien-

tists, and access to new “markets” of knowledge, of 

science-to-business connections and of research 

partners in Europe. 

What is a Centre 
of Excellence 
in a view of 
Teaming
/Twinning? 

For the purpose of the analysis, the definition 
of the Centre of Excellence presented by the Euro-

pean Commission has been adopted. 

According to this definition, 

“A Centre of Excellence is a structure where RTD is 
performed of world standard, in terms of measur-
able scientific production (including training) and/or 
technological innovation". 

Dimitri Corpakis, Teaming Coordinators’ Day, Brussels 

Some key features could be the following: 

• A "critical mass" of high-level scientists and/  
  or technology developers; 

• A well-identified structure (mostly based on 
   existing structures) having its own research   
   agenda; 

• Capability of integrating connected fields and    
   of associating complementary skills; 

• Capability of maintaining a high rate of ex-  

  change of qualified human resources; 

• A dynamic role in the surrounding innovation  
  system (adding value to knowledge); 

• High levels of international visibility and scien-    
  tific and/or industrial connectivity; 

• A reasonable stability of funding and operat-     
  ing conditions over time (the basis for invest-    
  ing in people and building partnerships); 

•Sources of finance which are not dependent  
  over time only on public funding. 4

Graph 2 Performance in the composite indicator “research excellence". 
Source: NCP_WIDE.NET Project
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