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 Europe's fifth freedom has entered a new phase with the Member States needing to develop 

roadmaps by mid-2015.  

 Upgrading from back-roads to superhighways and thereby avoiding a two-speed Europe involves 

four key challenges which are addressed in this policy brief. 
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Introduction 

The year 2014 was set as the target for completion 
of the European Research Area (ERA). This broad 
EU policy initiative seeks to unify the European area 
of knowledge in the same way that the internal 
market has unified the markets in goods, services, 
capital and labor. Taking on the same language and 
logic as the four above mentioned freedoms of the 
internal market, it names 'knowledge' as the fifth 
freedom and calls for the elimination of barriers that 
restrict the flow of knowledge between Member 
States. This policy brief will examine recent 
developments in the building of the ERA and 
identify several key policy challenges.  

Knowledge policy and the construction 
of the ERA 

The current EU policies on research, sometimes 
referred to using the older formulation of science 

and technology policy, come from the early 2000s 
when the idea of a knowledge-based economy was 
fully adopted by European policymakers. The 
Lisbon strategy and its overarching aim of making 
Europe "the most competitive and dynamic 
knowledge-based economy in the world" (European 
Council 2000: 2) exemplifies the institutionalization 
of the EU's belief in a direct connection between 
knowledge and economic success. By bringing 
knowledge policy into the sphere of economic 
competitiveness, this idea, which was developed and 
championed by the OECD in the 1990s, provides the 
EU with a rationale that allows it to engage more 
fully in the areas of knowledge creation and 
dissemination, and also gives it access to the 
previously off-limits area of university policy, which 
had emphasized its role in national cultural 
perpetuation and identity-formation.   
The foundations of the ERA can be traced back to 
2007, but the goal of completing the ERA by 2014 
was only set in the 2012 document, A Reinforced 
European Research Area Partnership for Excellence 
and Growth (European Commission 2012). Seeking 
the completion of such an ambitious project in so 
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short a timeframe was likely more of a way to 
inspire rapid action than actual completion. It could 
hardly have been expected that the aims would be 
met in two years, particularly as other areas of 
freedom in the internal market have taken far longer, 
and are still not fully complete. In the 2014 progress 
report (European Commission 2014), the aim of 
completion is refined to mean something more like 
solidifying the 'conditions for completing the ERA' 
which according to the progress report is now done. 
In claiming that it has completed these conditions 
but not the area as a whole, the EU is also shifting 
the burden of policy change to the Member States 
and research funding and performing organizations.  
The EU's communications on the ERA use the 
language of a partnership between the Commission, 
Member States, and research stakeholder 
organizations. This reflects the continuing reality 
that research policy falls in a jurisdictional gray area. 
Despite couching the ERA in terms familiar from 
the internal market, there is a fundamental difference 
between the Commission's role in building these two 
institutions: the internal market has been built on 
directives but the ERA can only be built using soft 
governance mechanisms. Although the EU has been 
increasing its involvement in knowledge policy 
areas, the bulk of the funding and governance 
control mechanisms still occur at the level of the 
nation state; further complicating matters, these 
governance mechanisms are often steered from a 
distance rather than directly by the public 
administration as a consequence of historical path 
dependencies and recent New Public Management 
inspired reforms (Pollitt, van Thiel and Homburg, 
2011), both of which support the autonomy of 
research funding and performing organizations. The 
result is a division of jurisdiction and power 
amongst multiple levels of governance that the EU 
hopes to resolve through a partnership model. In 
reality, this leaves Member States a great deal of 
leeway in developing policy solutions that address 
these overarching priorities identified by the 
Commission. 

Priorities for completion 

The conditions for completion of the ERA come in 
the form of five priorities: more effective national 
research systems, optimal transnational cooperation 
and competition, an open labour market for 
researchers, gender equality and gender 

mainstreaming in research, and optimal circulation, 
access to and transfer of scientific knowledge 
including via digital ERA. The aims and 
mechanisms for measuring each of these areas are 
spelled out in more detail in the 2012 partnership 
document mentioned above. To briefly summarize 
the key points, the aim of more effective national 
research systems deals with the quality of research 
and the way research funding is allocated. While 
most countries do have research and innovation 
strategies in place, the funding systems and 
mechanisms for meeting their strategic goals vary. 
The Commission calls for a higher proportion of 
funding to be allocated competitively, based on 
international peer review and performance results. 
The second priority of optimal transnational 
cooperation and competition encourages more 
cooperative efforts between countries, both within 
and outside of the Horizon 2020 framework, in 
terms of specifically addressing the solutions to key 
societal and scientific problems, so called grand 
challenges, and in shared research infrastructures. 
More ambitious is the aim of interoperability, which 
refers to mutual acceptance of evaluation results not 
conducted nationally, for example, as described 
below in terms of the European Research Council 
(ERC). An open labour market for researchers deals 
not only with reducing obstacles to mobility, but 
also making doctoral education more attuned to the 
needs of employers outside of academia and 
improving the attractiveness of scientific careers. A 
Charter for Researchers and Code of Conduct for the 
Recruitment of Researchers have both been 
developed at the European level which could bring 
about more consistent and desirable working and 
hiring conditions, but their implementation at a 
national and sub-national level is uneven.  The aim 
of gender equality and gender mainstreaming is to 
address the problem of a significant 
underrepresentation of women in research positions. 
Measures seeking to rectify this differ dramatically 
among Member States.  Finally, optimal circulation, 
access to and transfer of scientific knowledge 
including via digital ERA aims at improving access 
to publically produced knowledge by making it 
available in the form of Open Access, but also 
making sure countries are providing assistance for 
protecting and monetizing scientific innovations and 
transferring them to the private sector through 
patents. The digital ERA also includes developing 
and promoting EU-wide digital computing 
infrastructures that support science and allow cross 
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border access to knowledge via databases and other 
internet-based resources. 

Key policy challenges 

This is a long and challenging list of structural 
changes that the EU has put forth. Member States 
have agreed to create roadmaps showing how they 
intend to address these priorities by mid-2015, but 
there are multiple ways of doing this. This final 
section will examine some of the key issues to watch 
for within the national roadmaps. First, there is the 
long-standing aim of increasing the level of 
investment in research to three percent of GDP. This 
input oriented goal, often referred to as the 
'Barcelona target' or the 'research intensity' indicator 
was agreed to in 2002. It was included as a headline 
target in both the Lisbon strategy and its successor 
the Europe 2020 strategy, and has subsequently been 
reaffirmed numerous times by the Commission. 
Despite that, it has yet to be met by 26 of the 
Member States. Currently only Sweden and Finland 
are above the three percent threshold; across the 
Union, the average R&D intensity is only 2.03% 
(European Commission 2013: 5). The target is 
internally divided into two parts, public and private, 
with the public spending responsible for one percent 
and the private spending for two percent. This means 
that policymakers need not only to address their own 
spending, but also to leverage it so as to encourage 
private R&D investment as well. The Czech 
Republic is the only country to balk over this second 
condition; and in 2013 changed its target to reflect 
only public spending. So far, no others Member 
States have followed this lead, and given the soft 
mode of governance at work, the EU has no coercive 
power to compel the country to change it back. 
Despite, however, the EU's holding fast to this major 
objective, its understanding of inputs is changing. 
More recent affirmations of the Barcelona target 
have qualified funding levels as insufficient on their 
own; funds in this revised understanding need to be 
invested in an efficient and effective manner to 
produce worthwhile research outcomes. The 
effectiveness of national funding systems is one of 
the five priorities, but more effective funding cannot 
replace the need for sufficient funding. How the 
roadmaps integrate the aims of effectiveness and 
efficiency with that of meeting the Barcelona target 
will be important. 

A second thing to look for in the roadmaps is how 
countries understand the knowledge-based economy. 
At the turn of the millennium, when the Lisbon 
strategy was being created and implemented, the 
focus was on finding ways to increase the amount of 
knowledge and provide for its broad dissemination. 
It was thought that the accumulation and circulation 
of knowledge would gradually lead to improved 
economic competitiveness. Around the year 2006, 
the understanding changed: economic 
competitiveness was no longer conceived as a 
gradual process, but rather as one that is sudden and 
intense: scientific breakthroughs began to be seen as 
the key drivers for economic success. Further, 
policymakers accepted the argument that what 
creates those breakthroughs is excellent research 
(Sørensen, Bloch and Young, 2014). This created 
several further consequences for research policy, 
one, that funds invested in anything but excellent 
research are essentially wasted - a controversial and 
not fully proven idea. And two, that the challenge 
for policymakers is to directly promote excellence 
by ex-ante identifying and funding it. However, 
attempting to evaluate excellence ex-ante is a 
forecasting activity, and like in other types of 
forecasting, accuracy can be a problem. The ways 
around this forecasting dilemma are one, through the 
idea that excellent research is conducted by excellent 
researchers, and these researchers can be identified 
through their past results, or two, by having experts 
peer review proposals for future research and 
judging their quality in terms of the methodology 
and perceived likelihood of success. These two 
methods can also be combined.  
Various systems for identifying excellence have 
come into existence. The European Research 
Council (ERC) was established under the 7th 
Framework Programme in 2007 and continues under 
Horizon 2020 as a tool for funding the highest 
quality investigator-driven projects in Europe. It 
focuses on what it calls 'frontier research', i.e. basic 
research that is inherently risky in that it pushes 
beyond current frontiers but is also cognizant of 
having a role in improving economic and social 
welfare. It also empathizes its mode of operation: 
proposals are selected competitively based solely on 
the criteria of excellence as determined through peer 
review. The EU would like to see countries follow 
the ERC's international peer review-based approach, 
and have indicated this by setting goals for how 
many policy measures are inspired by the ERC. This 
is an example of how ERA compliance works 
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through the translation of EU instruments into 
national and local policy. Already a number of 
countries have created mechanisms that provide 
funding through national means for proposals that 
made it to the second round of ERC competition but 
were not retained for funding. Beyond the ERC 
model, Member States themselves have developed a 
variety of models for identifying and funding 
excellent research. In the UK, the Research 
Assessment Exercise (RAE) was reformed to 
become the Research Excellence Framework (REF). 
It is used to judge the quality of departments in 
English universities, based on international peer 
review of selected documents. In Germany and 
France, Excellence Initiatives (Exzellenzinitiative 
and Initiatives d'excellence) were launched. These 
are intended to improve the standing in global 
university rankings of universities in those 
respective countries by providing additional funding 
on a project basis. In Sweden and the Czech 
Republic, quantified points systems for evaluating 
publication outputs have been developed, so as to 
save the costs of peer review, and in the case of the 
Czech Republic to provide more objectivity. There 
are known problems with these quantified 
mechanisms, such as the bias against the Humanities 
and Social Sciences where books are a primary 
mode of dissemination of knowledge and the 
unintentional rewarding of so called 'salami tactics' 
in which researchers chop up their publications so as 
to be able to publish smaller bits of their research 
more often. Both countries are making significant 
changes to their systems, but they do nevertheless 
provide alternative possibilities. The roadmaps 
should therefore be examined in terms of how and 
by what model excellence will be promoted. 
A third concern is the extent to which the roadmaps 
are constructed to maximize a country's position in 
indicators, scoreboards and rankings. The degree of 
measurement in research policy has been growing. 
Since the introduction of the first global university 
ranking system in 2003, through 2013 when the EU 
unveiled the 'Excellence in S&T' indicator to 
measure the quality of national research systems, 
quantified measures of research quality have been 
created, refined and integrated into policy. The 
'Excellence in S&T' composite indictor is the most 
recent major initiative in that regard. It is comprised 
of four dimensions, each measured by a sub-
indicator, that are brought together to create a single 
composite ranking which is publicized in scoreboard 
format. There are running concerns over the 

distorting nature of policies which seek to maximize 
success in scoreboards and rankings, as there are 
many tactics by which these systems can be 
manipulated leading to an improved position without 
any improvement in actual research results. Even 
without active manipulation, both scoreboards and 
rankings put great emphasis on publication outputs 
which can be misleading as different disciplines 
have different publishing behaviors. In analyzing 
country's roadmaps, we should look at whether they 
include quantified benchmarks that either directly 
incorporate or match with these scorecard and 
rankings measures.  
Finally, it will be important to examine how the 
roadmaps deal with the issue of national 
competitiveness. How will national interests be 
addressed as opposed to European interests? In what 
ways do these coincide? The research divide in 
Europe is large and growing, leading to the very real 
possibility of a two-speed Europe in terms of 
research capability. Many EU policies, including 
most recently the Horizon 2020 framework 
programme, are likely to increase the concentration 
of research funds in the set of research-leading 
countries. The new Member States on the other hand 
are likely to receive less funding in excellence 
driven schemes, as are a number of the southern 
Member States. In the Horizon 2020 funding 
discussion, this led to a push within the European 
Parliament to create a more balanced outcome, the 
result being a new tool, 'Spreading Excellence and 
Widening Participation', with some amount of 
funding aimed at increasing the capacities in 
countries with weaker research traditions and results. 
The Commission often addresses this issue of a 
research divide by suggesting that countries need to 
create a 'stairway to excellence' but expecting that 
the stairway will be funded by countries themselves 
- also using the cohesion funds; however, this means 
that the changes are not being implemented in a 
cooperative manner with other states, but 
individually and internally within each Member 
State. Will the roadmaps address these differences? 
What are countries doing to prevent falling further 
behind in the global race for knowledge without 
blocking the integration of the ERA? How will the 
roadmaps of research leaders deal with this 
imbalance?  The future of European research policy 
lies in how the Member States choose to address 
these challenges, and of course, in how the EU will 
respond to the courses they chart. This is the 
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frustration but also the opportunity of an iterative 
back and forth process between multi-level partners. 
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