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Introduction

‘Innovation’ and ‘excellence’ are two buzzwords intoday’s research and innovation policy that
receive enormous attention from both policymakers and research organisations. Funding schemes
with an explicitaim of enhancing excellenceand innovation seem to be the new fashion. Rip (2001)
contendsthatwe are now in the era of the strategic science regime which combines the quest for
relevance with the demands for excellence. This quest has amongst others resulted in policies and
programmes promoting collaborations that span organisations and institutions (Boardman and
Bozeman, 2007) resultingin multi-organisationaland institutional research units bringing together
participants representing different disciplines and diverse organisations such as universities, industry,
and publicagencies.

Both ‘excellence’ and ‘innovation’ are fuzzy and ambiguous concepts. The complexities and hidden
aspectsinthe concepts may manifestthemselves as tensions within research units set up to support
bothinnovation and excellence. Although policy documents and universities’ strategicplanstend to
emphasise the many synergies between academicexcellenceand (potential for) innovation, this
seemsto be more difficultto achieve in practice resultingin both institutionaland organisational
challengesand tensions.

The questfor excellence andinnovationis clearly articulated in the Nordiccountries where funding
schemes such as Centres of Excellence and Centre of Excellence and Innovation are popular. These
centresintendtofoster collaboration that are multidisciplinary and/or multiorganisational,
dependingonthe goal of the centre (Boardman and Corley, 2008). This paper utilisesamultiplecase
study approach, comparing eight research centres locatedin Sweden and Norway, created with the
purpose of excellence oracombination of innovation and excellence, to i) probe the tensions
embeddedinthe endeavourto produce both innovative and e xcellent research, focusingon the
individualresearchers attitudes and practices and ii) to analyse organisational challengesin research
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units setup to achieve innovation and excellence. We focus on tensions and challenges related to
cross-sector collaboration and argue that there are synergies between innovation and excellence but
that structures such as the design of the research organisation, and institutions such as works
practices and researchers understanding of theirrole, are inhibiting factorsto achieve afertile
combination of these two goals.

Excellence, innovation and multiorganisational collaboration

Neitherthe concept of excellence norinnovation are new to the researchersociety. Amongothers
did Merton in 1973 problematize the concept of excellence, pointing at the difficulties of explaining
the concept by emphasisingitsintangibility. Andasearly as the 1970s the term innovation had more
than 100 definitionsinthe literature (Zaltman et al. 1973). What is new now is the utilitarianand
economicguise of these concept, especially excellence, marked by increased attention and
development of financing mechanisms branded as ‘Centre of excellence’ and ‘Centre of excellence
and innovation’ (Tijssen, 2003).

Both excellence and innovation function as boundary objects intoday’s science policy discourse.
Boundary objects are characterised by plasticity in terms of being adaptive tolocal needs and
constraints of several parties and robustnessi.e. they maintain acommon identity across sites (Star
and Giesemer, 1989). They thus create a space where political and cognitive values might coexist.
Excellence and innovation are then concepts that both the political and the scientificcommunity can
relate to. Moreover, individuals depending on their viewpoint can also connote different meanings
and standards to the concepts. Inacademiaa general conception of ‘excellence’ seemstorelatetoa
fairly traditional form of basicresearch (Gulbrandsen and Kyvik, 2010, Hollingsworth, 2008).
Excellence is further often associated with high quality research, measured as scientificreputation
based on peerjudgment (seee.g. Lamont, 2009). ‘Innovation’, onthe otherhand, isrelated to
research of applied character, linked to such concepts as commercialisati on (Hollingsworth, 2008).
We can track these interpretations orassociations back to early writings on the norms of science
(Merton, 1973; Mitroff, 1974), which emphasise how basicand applied research settings often are
dominated by conflicting norms and values. Many research organisations will be required to balance
tensions such as universalism versus particularism (contribution of research to aspecificor limited
domain or single actor), communalism (open sharing of results, research feedinginto more research)
versus private property (often protecting research-based knowledge from general free use),
disinterestedness versus personal interests (e.g. through researchers owning sharesin patents, spin-
off companiesandthe like) and more.

In spite of these tensions between excellence/basicand innovation/applied, the strategicscience
regime of Rip (2001) — with itsemphasis on perceived synergies between excellence and innovation —
finds supportin much of the conceptual and empirical literature. Stokes (1997) in particular has
made forceful arguments that some of the bestresearch and researchers have beeninspired by both
practical needs and fundamental contributions to the stock of knowledge, naming this academic
mindset after Louis Pasteur. The innovation literature in general has emphasised how (excellent)
basicresearch may fuel innovation orbecome inspired by it, and that there is no necessary tension
betweenthem (Salterand Martin 2001; Balconi etal. 2010). Thisresearch furtheremphasises the
role of formal and informal cross-sector collaboration, pinpointing that cross-sector collaboration



enhances and does not necessary limit the quality of the scientificoutput or the number of academic
publications. Forinstance, several studies underline that there is a positive relationship between
patenting and faculty quality (Geunaand Nesta, 2006, Van Looy et al, 2006), and star academics with
high publication and citation rates often have an entrepreneurial orientation, atleastin certain
disciplines (e.g. Zuckerand Darby, 1997). Furthermore, academics with extensive collaboration with
industry often have high rates of publications compared to their peers (Larsen 2011).

Otherstudies of excellentand innovative research environments have found that e xtra-mural
collaborations play agreatrole for research excellence within nanotechnology and genetics (Heinze
et al. 2009). Successful research groups have large collaboration networks and more often link
disconnected peers (ibid.). Due to this communication pattern, these scientists publishinawide
range of journalsand possess agreat variety of perspectives and knowledge which enable them to
reach outto differentaudiences and stakeholders. As such, research groups fuel theirresearch
through extensive cross-sector collaboration.

However, researchers engagein cross-sector collaboration only if it complements their research
(Perkmannetal 2011) and thus theirdecision to affiliatewith a centre, thatis designed forcross-
sectorcollaboration, isavalue-laden one (Boardman and Bozeman, 2007). The tendency to engage in
cross-sector collaborationis also highly dependent upon the discipline (Perkmann etal 2011). For
instance there is a well-known university-industry link in technology disciplines (Gulbrandsenand
Smeby 2005) while thisisless pronounced and studied in disciplines characterised as ‘basicsciences’
such as medicine and physics (Perkmann et al 2011, Bozeman and Gaughan, 2007). Thus,
researchers’ propensity to collaborate with industry will vary depending on the disciplinesince they
are embedded inaninstitutional work environment that provides powerful incentives to perform
accordingto its norms and values (Merton 1973). Cross-sector collaboration must thus meet the
demands of academia and the discipline and resultin output valued by the academic(epistemic)
community.

There are good reasons to believe that researchers experience tensions between their perceived
researcheridentityand the overarching goals of forinstance innovation. So even though successful
research can be both innovative and excellent at the same time, the very notion of ‘innovation’ and
‘excellence’ can create tensions forthe individual researchers occupying boundary-spanning position
—dependingontheirown researcheridentity. Atkinson—Grosjean (2006) has identified researchers’
rolesina large government sponsored program aimed at enhancinginnovation and excellence inlife
science as respectively ‘settlers’ and ‘merchants’. The first category describes researchers that
conformto the fairly traditional conception of an academic — occupied by undertaking free and basic
research, whereas the latter describes the researcher that unites the world of science with industry.
Studyingthe identity of theseresearchers, Atkinson—Grosjean finds that having apositionasa
‘settler’inacademiaisrelativeunproblematicand tension free, whilsta‘merchant’ positionisa
common source of conflictand resentment. Similarly, Gulbrandsen (2005) find that entrepreneurial
academics most oftenare liminal, i.e. theyoperate in the boundary between university and industry
resultingin buffering processes towards both ‘worlds’ ratherthan aninsider position.

The researchers’ differentroles and identities can thus create challengesfor cross-sector
collaboration thatincorporate diverse researcheridentities and representatives from other sectors.
Furthermore, the character of the relation between the collaborating sectors and structuring factors



alsoinfluence the collaboration. Thune and Gulbrandsen (2011) analyse the relation between formal
structures and institutionalisation processes. They find that formal structures, such as funding
schemes which optfora centre form, do not necessarily contribute to institutionalise collaboration.
Rather, the length of the existing partnershipsis abetterindicator of institutionalisation. Comparing
informal versus formal collaboration Boardman (2009) found that affiliation with both industry
related centres and government sponsored ce ntres correlates positively with industry interaction.
Thisimpliesthatresearchers collaborate with industry independently of the organisational
framework and act on theirown conviction. Thisis notto say that the organisational framework s
unimportant, it might also be a facilitatorfor collaboration, but this entails certain preconditions such
as a more institutionally-adept organisation (Kraatz and Block, 2008).

Regarding organisationalstructure, Corley etal (2006) studying multidisciplinary rese arch centres,
found that centres formed on a bottom-up initiative, consolidating different epistemic norms,
develop aflatand horizontal organisation structure. Centresformed on atop-down initiative, on the
otherhand, develop amore formalised organisational structure. Thisimplies that the organisational
initiative have consequences for formation of the organisational structure which inturn, one might
expect, must affect the rate of collaboration orat least the organisation of collaboration. Other
studies have shown that collaboration between industry and academics is often induced with the end
of completingratherthaninitiating new R&D projects (Cohen etal 2002). Thus, cross-sector
collaboration formed without already joint research projects will probably encounter barriers that
are of both structural and institutional character. However, a stronginstitutional collaborative
environment, e.g. great organisational isomorphism, can resultin less diversity amongthe typesand
behaviour of the organisations (Hollingsworth, 2008), and this can challenge the end of excellentand
innovative research. Yet, assuming that a collaboration embedding different institutional logics such
as the one of academiaand industry (Gumport, 2000) will resultin astronginstitutionalenvironment
is probably toofar-fetched.

Establishing a new research organisation (centre), which in addition is multi-organisationalin
character, can be challengingon several levels: e.g. how to organise collaboration with actors from
different sectorsand how to comply with the demands of the funding agencies. The centresin our
study are units of multiple institutional systems (Kraatz and Block, 2008) since theyinclude different
sectors such as industry and academia and are to some extent multidisciplinary. The different
institutional systems orlogics (Gumport, 2000) are comprised of institutions that are regulative,
normative and cultural-cognitive (Scott, 2008). Togetherwith associated activities and resources,
these institutions provide stability and meaningto social lifeand form an institutional framework
that ‘define the ends and shape the means by which interests are determined and pursued’ (Scott,
1991). Actors representing different sectors are thus embedded in differentinstitutional systems or
logics and the institutions might contradictin the collaboration efforts. Forinstance, the ends of
industry and academia are often different. They may operate under different conditions which can
pose tensions related to forinstance problem choice and time-horizons; changes in market-forces
oftendemand afast solution compared to changes within science. These different conditions might
complicate collaboration efforts. However, institutional pluralism can create both challengesand
importantopportunities. Inthe latter case institutionally-adept organisations are often able to
simultaneously meet the expectationsimposed by various institutional spheresin which they operate
(Kraatzand Block, 2008), since they can make use of differentidentitiesin different settings. And
because tensions are builtinto a pluralisticorganisation, especially the cultural-cognitive dimension
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of institutions, this might either create tensions that have positive consequences such as an
innovative output orstructural tensions which can complicate collaboration and communications
betweenthe representatives.

Formal cross-sector collaborationin academiais ofteninitiated due to new policies and financing
schemes. The design of the policies and financing schemes can force the organisation, such as the
university, tosometimesincorporate newpractises and procedures. This can pressure existing
institutions which then may come into contradictions (Meyerand Rowan, 1977). If so, organisations
can employ different coping strategiesin orderto avoid the internalisations of the directives. For
instance the policies and programmes can function as powerful myths which inturn create an
opportunity forthe organisationtoadopt them ceremonially (ibid.). This implies that the
organisation on the surface conveysto the regulative institutions in orderto create legitimacy, butin
practice they continue as before. Thus Centres thatare not institutionally-adept and created for the
purpose of meeting the call of the financing schemes may experience both institutional and
structural challenges and tensions.

Methodology and context

Studies on university-industry collaboration often focus on the university orthe departmentasthe
analytical level (Bozeman and Gaughan 2007), disguisingthe fact that there are differences between
the individual researchers peopling the departments and disciplines. Forinstance, Colyvas (2007)
found that researchers within the same department had multiple behaviours and practices with
regardsto commercialisation of scientificresults. Assuming that thisalso holdsforcentreseven
thoughthey are composed of researchers from different departments and are problem-driven rather
than discipline driven, we have employed a multiple case study approach and interviewed
researchers affiliated with Centres of Excellence and Centres of Excellence and Innovation in Sweden
and Norway.

Increased interaction between universities and industry has been on both Norway’s and Sweden’s
research policy agendafora longtime, yet with a significantincrease in the number of formal
support mechanisms forinteraction the last couple of decades. The Centre of Excellenceand
Innovation scheme was introduced in Swedenin 1995, while Norway emulated this scheme in 2005.
The strong applied researchinstitute sectorin Norway (e.g. doing contract work forindustry) could
explainwhythe need forsuch linkage mechanisms was strongerin Sweden. The Centres of
Excellence scheme was launchedin 2002 in Norway and an equivalentin Swedenis the Linneus Grant
establishedin 2005. It should, however, be noted that Sweden has prioritised concentration of
resourcesforat leasta couple of decades.

Centres of Excellenceand Innovation are ideal representatives of the pluralisticorganisation. They
incorporate diverse sectorsin which representatives are embedded in different institutional work -
environments. However, the core of the organisation rests within the academicenvironment since
the universities functions as the host of the centres. Thus the centres are legitimated firstand
foremostinthe academicenvironment. Centres of Excellencerepresent alsoto some extent this sort
of organisation as the majority incorporates different disciplines (epistemiccommunities) and have
extended collaboration with other sectors. However, they have fe wer stakeholders to report to.



A multiple case study approach often means aiming for analytic generalisability through ensuring a
certainvariation amongthe cases alongimportant dimensions (Creswell, 2007). In our investigation
the country dimensionis one example, the type of funding support (excellence/Excellence and
Innovation) another, and all centres represent to some extent different disciplines. A central country
dimensionis the professors’ privilege. Sweden has kept this whilst Norway in 2003 transferred the
rights of exploration of research results from the researchers to the universities. Furthermore, a
comparison between the funding schemes Centres of Excellence and Centre s of Excellence and
Innovation allows us to explore the informal/formal dimension.

The Centres of Excellence and Innovation are contractually bound to collaborate with other sectors —
firmsand/orpublicagencies, and these collaborators have to provide matching fundinginthe
centres. The composition of the funding schemesin Norway and Sweden differ on the size of the
demand of matching fund: Sweden 74 percent, Norway 50 percent. The Centres of Excellence are
encouraged to collaborate with othersectors, but not obliged. Thus the formal/informal dimension is
one of the main variables. Otherselection criteria of centres are; theirduration ' —all have at been
operative foratleastone yearto ensure that they are relatively well organised and that they have
had the chance to produce some output or outcomes; size-they are neitherthe largest orthe
smallest centres; type of relation with othersectors- long-term or newly established. The comparison
between the different centre types further allows us to probe central tensions and barriers
immanentinthe science policy norms of excellence and innovation.

We have togethereight cases whereof four are Centres of Excellence and four Centres of Excellence
and Innovation. All centres are located at one university in Sweden and one in Norway and both
universities are the largestand among the oldestin each country and they are multidisciplinary. We
have interviewed 3-5researchers at each centre, in total 33 researchers. Thisincludes all centre
leadersand otherresearchersin central or projectleadership positions. They are all, except the
centre leaderwhich positionis normally financed by the scheme, affiliated with the centres and have
theirformal employmentin otherdepartments. We used a semi-structured interview guide and
typical questions posedincluded: How will you characterise yourresearch? Have you patented or
established astart-up as a result of yourresearch? In what ways do the different participating
organisations (disciplines) collaborate? The interviews lasted from one to one and a half hours. All
interview datawas recorded and transcribed. The datawas coded and a number of dominant themes
were identified fromthe material. Amongthese are issues such as characteristics of own research,
problem choice, ownership and collaboration practices which influences cross-sector collaboration.

Analysis

We willinthis section focus on the tensions and challenges in cross-sector collaboration with the end
of excellence and innovation. The tension focus illuminates the challenges that the multi-
organisational and —institutionalcentres face. Thefirsttensionisevidentinthe researchers’
characterisation of theirownresearch. This serves as anindicator on how a perception of the
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academic professioninfluencesthe researchers’ modes of reflecting upon theirownresearch and
role withinthe centres. We have also identified three otherareas where the tensions are at play and
these are; problem choice, organisational practices and the handling of IP R-issues.

Tensions between individual researchers’ perception and aim of funding mechanism

We asked all informants how they characterize theirresearch, i.e. basic, applied, fundamental or
other characteristics and the resultreveal that their perception of own research does notdepend
upon their centre affiliation. The majority of the researchers affiliated with Centres of Excellence
emphasized the importance of basicresearch, given the mandate of the centre. The main message
was thatresearch should be free of constraints and exogenous demands and entail high quality. One
centre leader’s response wasillustrative: “We will decide our own agendaand we do not do contract
research.| donot find thatappealing.” A projectleaderin another centre said, “Whatwe doin the
centre should be basicresearch. We do not take on contracts and especially not confidentialones”.
Hence, forthese researchers excellence is equal to basicresearch, similarto the findings of Kyvik and
Gulbrandsen (2010). Nevertheless, several researchers also underlined that the research should, in
the end, “have relevance”. Some already had established cross-sector contacts whilst others uttered
a positive attitude towards collaboration. The contacts were often individual in character—onlyin
one case were several of the affiliatesinvolved in a collaboration project. For some researchers this
collaborationtook the character of contract research. These researchers emphasized the feedback
value totheirownresearch and theirrole in participatingin knowledge dissemination —experiencing
few tensions when combining these differentinstitutional logics. Thus, the strong weight given to
basicresearchin the Centres of Excellence creates legitimacy and an autonomous space forthe
researchers that engage in cross-sector collaboration —seen as a tension free collaboration, not
enforced and based on an argumentthat itenrichesthe research.

The Centres of Excellence and Innovation are, onthe other hand, contractually obliged to collaborate
with othersector of whichthe outcome is expected to be innovative and relevant research. The
affiliated informants’ responses regarding the characteristics of their research differed firstand
foremost onthe country level. Most of the Norwegianresearchers emphasized the basicorientation
of theirresearch. One quote by a central researcherin one centre isillustrative: “l have a typical
basicresearcher’shead. (...) My role in the centre is to assure that the academicoutput holds high
guality”. Eventhough he is active inthe centre’s research he distanced himself from the mandate of
the centre sustaining traditional academicvalues and practices such as basicresearch and
publicationinjournals. Anotherresearcher whichin addition held a position ata research institute
noted that: “what gives credibilityinacademiais “scholarly Excellence and Innovation”, at the
research institute things are different- we do things that somebody out there is willing to pay for”. He
indicated thatthe norms and values within academia create atensionin the perception of what
countsin a centre with goals of innovation. However, the centre leaders, whose network had been
vital forthe establishment of the centres, had a more instrumental perspective on the collaboration.
These were typical boundary-spanning actors (Youtie and Shapira, 2008), who juggled the different
roles with few problems, having asolid beliefin the quality of theirown research. Hence, within the
same centre, eventhough the overarching mandate is outspoken, thereare pluralisticinstitutions at



work at the same time represented in the heterogeneous personnel that populatethe centres
(Kraatz and Block, 2008).

The emphasis on basicresearch was less evidentin Sweden. This might relate to anumber of
different factors. First, one of the centres represented a relativelynew disciplinary field created at
theintersection of industry and university. Thus the centre is accustomed to applied work. The other
centre of Excellence and Innovation in Sweden is also established withinafield thatisappliedinits
research orientation. The two centresin Norway are within established scientific disciplines
(mathematics and chemistry) and thus the researchers adhere to aninstitutional logicemphasising
free and basic research. Second, several of the Swedish researchers claimed that the strongapplied
dimensioninthe centres was a product of the funding system. One researcher stated; “Itis difficult
to getmoney forbasic research now. It is easier to obtain fundingwhenindustryisinvolved”. Thisis
alsoinfluenced by the fact that the centresin this study have difficulties finding funding
opportunities outside of the research council that manage the Centre of Excellence and Innovation
scheme. Third, Swedishresearchers had greaterawareness of the university’s “third mission” and
mentioned concepts such as “Triple helix” inthe interviews. Cross-sector collaborationis thus
apparently more embeddedin Swedish researchers’ mindset comparedto their Norwegian
colleagues—which was actually reflected in nearly all interviews, including those affiliated with
Centres of Excellence. Together, thesethree factors, which are related to the disciplineand the
overall country specificresearch system, create different cognitive appraisals of the research.

Challengesin problem choice

Centres of Excellenceand Innovation experience tensions with regards to selection of research topics
and indevelopingoverarching research questions that can unite stakeholders from academiaand
industry. Challenges arise expectedlyand especially between the demands from the academics and
the industry representatives (orotheractors) about which research to undertake. One informant
emphasised:

One problem inacademiais thatoneis not good informulatingexcellent research questions and solve
them ina way that functions well inacademia andinaapplied manner. Forindustryitis a matter of
developing a long-term perspective, if not, the academics can’thelp them. We will justend up
duplicatingalready existingideas.

Thisemphasisesthe problem of developing and undertaking research thatis both excellentand
innovative atthe same time and notjust incremental problem solving. The level of aspirationin the
collaboration has to be high and a mutual understanding of the meansto reach the centre’s goals
must be present. Furthermore, the selection of research questions also depends upon the perception
of the character of the research undertaken. There are different degrees of basicand applied
research and as one researcher pointed out: ‘If you ask industry my research would be characterised
as basic; | think of itas more applied’. These different understandings often create difficultiesin
reachingan agreementinresearch projects.



Unlike Centres of Excellence and Innovation, Centres of Excellence are not bound by a contractual
agreementtowork out jointresearch questions with representatives from othersectors and thus
they can interacton theirown termsand conditions. One centre leader underlined this: ‘We discuss
research questions with industry and if they and we find something common and interesting we kill
two birds with one stone’. One of the Centres of Excellence represented in this case study came to
life due toajoint project between the university and acompany and one of its core research
guestions was spurred through this collaboration. The centre haslongand well -established contacts
with large firms. There ishowever no formal agreement at the centre level and the contacts are at
the individual level or project based. Thus some Centres of Excellence combinethe quest for
excellence with innovation, butthisis solely based on the individual researchers’ initiative and
aspiration. Accordingly, itis more demandingto run a Centre of Excellence and Innovation than one
with the aim of ‘excellence’ only sinceitisinits mandate to achieve both excellence and innovation.
One Centre of Excellence and Innovation leaderelaborated, ‘Thisis a Centre of Excellence with an
innovation aspect. Itis expected to deliver high quality scientificresearch and at the same time
include the innovation component. Thisis extremely challenging’. Finding research questions which
unite two differentinstitutional logics: interesting and fundamental enough for the university
researchers and practical enoughinthe foreseeable futureforthe firms, isdemandingina Centre of
Excellence and Innovation. Someresearchers have even resigned from these centres due to the lack
of successinthis, articulatingthata membership insuch a centre is unattractive. Suchreluctance is
not found in the Centres of Excellence which often are perceived as the ‘A-team’ in the research
system. These attitudes emphasise the challenges the structure of the funding mechanisms creates.
Thus consideringthe informal /formal dimension of collaboration, we find that cross-sector
collaborationis well established in both centre schemes (Boardman, 2009), but take on different
character and dynamics dependingon the level of organisation e.g. individual/project-based or
centre.

Furthermore, otherfactors like whetherthe relationisnew orold and whetherthe collaborating
partner performs own R&D appearsto be important variables forthe collaboration. Old relations are
obviously easierto manage since the collaborationis already established. Some centres have
collaborating partnersthatlackin-house R&D and have difficulties to create an understanding for the
necessity of along-term perspectiveonthe research, i.e. eighttotenyears - the life span of the
centres, whenthe need of these firms are often immediate solutions to their current problems. One
mightthenwonderwhy such partners are involved atall. The answerliesinthe design of the funding
mechanism and the function of the field itself. Forinstance the Swedish Centre of Excellence and
Innovation scheme has high demands to matching funds from external partners; 74 percent, and
accordingly the centres need to have, depending on the character of the field, many different
partners. One had 21 partners, and accordingto the centre leaderthisled to coordinating challenges.
It was difficulttogetthemallinvolvedinthe researchinthe centre. ldeally he would have preferred
five large firms keeping close contact with all.

The demand for matchingfundsin Norway is 50 percent. However, this does not necessarily entail
that the involved partners are few, forinstance one of the Norwegian centres had 12 different
partners. This centre also experienced tensions related to developing fundamental research
guestions and to secure that the projects were science oriented and notonly a supplier of research -
based knowledgeto the collaborating partners. The leader claimed: ‘Thisis acompletely newway of
doingthe discipline’, underlining that they needed some time ‘to adjust’. Hence, for these



researchers empiricaltesting of theirown methods is relatively new and ratherinnovative initself. As
such they had created their own definition of innovation —which among others shows the ambiguity
of the concept (Starand Giesemer, 1989). However, tensions regarding lack of involvement from the
partners could be a question of maturing —the collaboration climate and the interaction betweenthe
researchersand the firms are improving—and it takes time to reach an open and sharing
environment.

Collaboration and commercialisation practises

In orderto achieve an enhanced focus oninnovation, the centres depend upon the firms’
involvementinthe projects. Butto involve the different partners and obtain genuine interestin the
research can be rather challenging. The centres are researcher driven which implies that the centre
leaderand the majority of the project leaders come from academiaand not fromindustry. In most of
the centresindustry has more or less the role of a contractor and a recipient of research: ‘Itis usually
the firms that getideasfromthe researcherinstead of the opposite’, one centre leader said. Thus the
firms have an inactive and unarticulated role in developing and shaping the research, unless the
researchers directly study the collaborating firms’ IPR. This perception was further reinforced by the
fact that most of the interaction between industry and the academics was in the form of workshops
or seminars where the researchers communicate theirideas and results to the audience, i.e.
traditional academiccommunication and dissemination patterns. As such academicpractises steer
the interaction between the different stakeholdersinthe centres. The very format of the research
funding seems to contribute to making the interaction converge on fairly traditional academicnorms
and practises.

Anotherside of the coin was the innovative activities that took place in the firms were not con nected
to the respective academicresearch environment. One researcher claimed that:

The odd partis thatthe centre has aninnovation pricewhichithands out to the company members,
but to my knowledge the centre has not been activelyinvolvedinthe innovation.They are

preoccupied with publishing.

The quote illustrates thatthis centre has created an innovation price which is purely ceremonialin
character, decoupled fromthe researchers’ practices (Meyerand Rowan, 1977). Through the price
the Centre signalsthe value of innovation, legitimatingits position as a Centre of Excellence and
Innovation, without taking partin the activity itself.

Incorporatinginnovation as an academicactivity is thus challenging. According to some of the
informants academicpractices canalso be a barrierto develop new research: ‘How can we move the
research frontier? Inacademiawe are occupied by publishingin journals, participatingon
conferences andto develop theories’, as well is the activities undertaken by the academic
organisation: ‘Inthe last evaluation of the university it was a focus on publication and international
collaboration, but notoninnovation...”. The practices of the university thus signal thatinnovationisa
subordinate goal.

Furthermore, the regulative institutions such as the removal of the professors’ privilege functionin
some centres constitute a barrierto cross-sector collaboration (see also Mowery and Sampat, 2005).
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A Norwegian Centre of Excellence and Innovation circumvented the legislation which states that the
university owns the research results. They did this because they carried out research on the firms’
core business areas protected by their IPR. The academicrepresentatives were satisfied with this
arrangementasillustrated by one researcher: ‘We do research on the firms’ IPRand core business. It
isclear that some of this will not be published, however most of what we do gets published and we
acquire new knowledge which we use in otherresearch —so no problem!’ Yet, there were challenges
related to secrecy within the different projects and results that are notincluded in the IPR agreement.
This caused some extrarounds of negotiations.

In the Swedish case IPR had through the funding agency been transferred to the university, i.e. the
Norwegian model ratherthan the Swedish one. Thisturned out to be problematicforthe researchers
at the centre. They were set up with intermediary support actors which according to them lacked the
commercialising competence and the resources to go through with a patentapplication. The result
was thatthe contract withthe fundingagency was renegotiated, the researchers came to own the
IPR themselves and theirindustry partners had the first right of refusal. Accordingly, the IPRthat
belongstothe university creates tension notonly between the partners butalso between the
university researchers and the university and this may resultin special arrangements that bypass
national regulations.

Moreover, commercialisation practisesinthe centres were highly individual —evenin Centres of
Excellence and Innovation where thisis one of the outspoken goals of the funding mechanism. Two
of the centre leaders (one Norwegian, one Swedish) declared that patenting was notinteresting and
that these types of activities were not emphasised in the centre. ‘Oursolutions are more incremental
and itis the firmsthat commercialisethem. As aleader| have not weighted patentingasimportant.
The processes are so longand the projects are short’. However, other members of the same centres
were activelyinvolved in patenting processes or had established their own firm. Thus the centres
contain a dissonance between the different members and this creates atension with regards to how
the centre is managed and which types of activities that are emphasised. Furthermore, leaders of
Centres of Excellencein both countries also held asimilar attitude. They were indifferent towards IPR
matters whereas othermembers were engaged in commercialisation projects and tempted by the
idea of patenting. But, as they emphasised —patentingis really resource demanding both in terms of
time and money. Others recognised the commercial potential of theirown research but were more
reluctant. One Swedish researcher claimed that: ‘...industry is very much into that butin my view itis
very much a loss of freedom; freedom of questions so to speak’. Togetherthis shows thatthe centres
do notoperate as one unitand the centre manager’s perceptionis not necessarily decisive for
activities related to commercialisation of research. Not surprisingly, the individual researchers are
rather autonomousin theirbehaviour.

Discussion and conclusion
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The results presented above reveal that there are several challenges related to new multi-
organisational and —institutional research units with ambiguous objectives such asinnovation and
excellence. Inthis paperwe are primarily occupied by the tensions the very notion of ‘excellence’
and ‘innovation’ cause forthe individual researchers and the organisational unit, and the challenges
organisationsthat operate in pluralisticinstitutional environments face.

The organisations’ overallobjective, e.g. excellence oracombination of excellence and innovationis
one tensionfilled dimension. This isevidentin the researchers’ perception of theirown research and
roleinthe centres. We found that researchersin boundary spanningroles (Youtie and Shapira, 2008)
and academics sustaining the traditional narrative of an academic (Atkinson-Grosjean, 2006) were
presentin both centre forms. Adheringtothe role of a ‘traditional academic’, embracing the
established academicnorms and practices, is a relative tension free position in both centre forms.
However, taking onthe identity of aboundary spannerhas two different outcomes dependingon
affiliation with a Centre of Excellence and Innovation or Centre of Excellence. A boundary spannerin
a Centre of Excellence enjoys the brand of beingan ‘excellent’ researcher. Accordingly, he/shecan
pursue whateveropportunities he/she finds interesting underthe excellencealibi, and thus these
researchers experienced few tensionsin their quest for commercialising scientificfindings and in
pursuing cross-sector collaboration. Conversely, aboundary spannerin a Centre of Excellence and
Innovation operates under different conditions in which the programme dictates to some extent the
means and ends of the collaboration. Thus, even though the researchers’ perform the same activities
and practices, the overarching organisational form and end impose tensions. Judging from the
academics’ perception then, innovation and excellence are non conflictingendsin centres working
within apurelyacademicorganisationalframework, while itis more tension filled in units specifically
designedforthe purpose of combingthese two ends.

Conversely, the individual researchers’ perception of theirown research and role in the organisation
can pose challengesin making the centresinstitutionally adept. We saw that researchersembraced
the identity and role of the traditional academicin both centre forms, distancing themselves from
activities such as commercialisation of science. Moreover, some also kept the collaborating partners
on arms length arguing fortheirown scientificrole in the centre. Remembering that researchers’
choice to affiliatewith acentre is a value-laden one (Boardman and Bozeman, 2007) and that they
engage in cross-sector collaboration if it complements theirresearch (Perkmann etal 2011), these
researchers’ choice to affiliate with centres which are explicitly designed to enhance cross-sector
collaborationisto some extent an antagonism. Their attitudes may create dissonance and tensions in
the efforts of creating a collaborative work environment aspiring forinnovative outputs, thus
complicating the institutionalisation process.

Centres established on existing partnerships between industry and universityare more institutionally
adeptorganisations (Thune and Gulbrandsen, 2011). This is especially evident inissues related to
problem choice. Tensionsin problem choice were particularly pronounced in centres wherethe
partnerswere loosely coupled with the academicgroup. Inthese centres the cross-sector
collaboration was established on the background of the funding scheme, thus the relations are
relative unripe atleastin terms of developing common research projects with meansand ends. A
bottom-up process characterises the more successful collaborations, with long-term relations and
common R&D projects and interests, and the partners had in-house R&D. In these centresinnovation
was an obtainable goal and the challenge was to develop projects thatinspire the academicsin the
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centre. Furthermore the firms had assets which were imperative for the scientificwork. This was also
the case forthe Centres of Excellence that had relations with industry. Thus the character of the
partnership with the othersectorand a common understanding for the importance of the scientific
contentare importantvariablesin developing awell functioning collaboration. Yet, even unripe
collaborations might be ripe after some years, butthentime is spent on developinga collaborative
work environmentinstead of producing excellent and innovative research, which might be rather
unproductive given the limited lifespan of the centres.

One importantfindingin this study is that the financing mechanisms themselves constitutea barrier
to achieve awell operating centre. The design of the funding schemeand the demand for external
matching fund forces some centres established in fields where firms have little in-house R&D to
involve as many partners as possible. Obviously this resultsin collaboration challenges that are both
of a practical and institutional character. Itis not feasibletoinvolveall partners atall timesand thus
some are only partnersinthe name and notin practice.

Anotherfactorthat functions as a barrierto institutionalise collaboration is the communication
patterninthe centre. The centres that had difficulties involving their partners employed
communication channels based on traditional academic practices such as workshops and seminars
where the researchers communicateor ‘lecture’ the findings, ideas etc. Thusit could be that itis the
firms that firstand foremost are experiencing the tensions between excellence and innovation since
they get pulledinto these new funding mechanisms with weakly pronounced interest and few actual
opportunities forinfluencingthe research agenda. Furtherresearch is needed on this subject.

Moreover, whereas research on collaborating firms’ IPRseems to be fertileforinstitutionalising
cross-sector collaboration, regulative institutions, such as national IP legislation, appearto have the
opposite effectonthe centres and their affiliates. National IP legislation that grants the university the
rightto explore the results was omitted in centres where this was asource of tension —this
happenedinboth countries. The individual researchers werealso indifferent towards th e legislation.
Nevertheless, awell-developed IP-agreement between the partiesisimportant forthe collaboration,
butitis the interference of the university asan owner of the results whichis perceived as negative.
This supports otherstudies of the effects of the Bayh-Dole Act (see forinstance Mowery and Sampat,
2005).

Takentogetherwe find thatthere are synergies between excellence and innovation, independently
of centre form, in centres where cross-sector collaboration was established in front of the centre
formation. In centres where collaboration has turned out to be challenging, the explanations are
both organisational and institutional. Organisational challenges are first and foremost related to that
firmsin certain sectors are too small, leading to several collaboration partners thatare difficult to
coordinate and engage in collaborative research. The design of the funding schemes seems to be one
of the mainreasons forthese difficulties. Adhering to the institutional challenges, several of the firms
have low in house R&D activities thus lackingan understanding for the need of scientificresearch
guestions with along-term perspective. Furthermore, the centres are run by academics - resultingin
traditional academicwork practises wherethe academics are inthe front seatand the firmsin the
rear. And the old academicinstitutionallogicof basicand free research s still vibrantand poses
challengesforcross-sector collaboration.
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Our findings have implications for policymakers and the design of programmes aiming at enhanced
collaboration between university and industry or publicagencies. Opting for a high share of matching
funds can resultin structural and institutional challenges if the partners are notalready engagedin
R&D projects conflating with the centresintensions and ends. The university is probably not the right
partnerfor firms with low R&D capacity. To be continued....
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