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1. International Joint Research Programming as a Challenge
International research collaborations have seen an enormous rise in recent years 1. While
for many scientific2 fields (e.g. radio-astronomy, geophysics) an international setting of
collaborations is most common, one should not think of this type of social interaction as a
given. Numerous issues need to be resolved, such as legal frameworks to safeguard
collaboration (this pertains to work permissions and mobility, the importing and exporting
of material and immaterial scientific data and other related issues of intellectual properties,
liability cases in case of damage etc.), specific modes of funding, questions of the type of
institutional configuration3 and not least quality issues. Therefore, individual and collective
actors from different national states and/or international organisations must reach a
common understanding before, during and after international research programming.
That the programming of international research collaborations can be challenging is
reflected in joint political statements, such as the “Singapore Statement on Research
Integrity”4 or the “Montreal Statement on Cross-Boundary Research Collaborations”5. The
latter statement urged the “world science community” to acknowledge that international
collaborations are challenging, as “they may involve substantial differences in regulatory
and legal systems, organizational and funding structures, research cultures, and
approaches to training. It is critically important, therefore, that researchers be aware of
and able to address such differences […] that might arise in cross-boundary research
collaborations”6
The complexity of international joint programming is also reflected in the necessity of
regular meetings by the so-called Global Research Council that also crafted the two aforementioned statements. The GRC, though not in the focus of this report, is worth mentioning
as it brings together representatives of different research funding agencies, ministries and
other agencies (depending on the individual country’s specific set-up) to reach common
understandings of research and evaluation standards. In addition, there is a rise of bilateral International Science and Technology Agreements as of the mid-1990s7 that should
express goodwill of or sometimes safeguard international research collaborations. And not
least does coordination and joint programming of research pose a challenge for EU Member
States, which is why the European Commission launched the ERA-Net coordination
instrument in the early 2000s as part of its idea to gain deeper European integration under
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the leitmotif of the European Research Area 8. As quite a variable instrument 9, ERA-Nets
were first and foremost a possibility for national R&D stakeholders (program owners, such
as ministries, and program managers, i.e. project/funding agencies) to engage in joint
learning and potentially find ways of multilateral programming and funding of R&D
activities10.
We will focus on international research programming that takes place on a bilateral basis,
whilst acknowledging – and marginally discussing – multilateral programming. Bi- and
multilateral joint programming activities take different causes of action, they support all
types of research (basic, use-inspired, applied research etc.), they are vested by different
funding programs, they might be based on an explicit international legal treaty, their
procedural form of assessment varies, especially as regards the type of evaluation and its
expected rigor, and they might follow specific (or unspecific) political goals and apply
specific standards or operating procedures (while the latter do not have to be
standardized). Probably only applicable to multilateral programming, another category
programming involves the European Commission, which means that actors in multilateral
settings can resort to the ERA-Net11 scheme and other guidelines as a blueprint for their
course of joint actions.12 Thereby, our focus will be on the social process of how modes of
international research programming are agreed upon and how they the latter are actually
set up, acknowledging that the various logics and lifeworld interpretations of actors must
be bridged. Not least, in order to collaborate actors will have to reduce social complexity
on two (and crossbreeding) dimensions:
a) At the minimum level of complexity, two sovereign entities, i.e. two states, a state
and an international organisation, or two international organisations that cannot
rule upon each other must resort to diplomatic activities in whatever possible way
in order to find an agreement how they would want to collaborate. Even in those
cases where international research collaborations and their political advocacy date
back to longstanding relationships – some have lasted for centuries –, these
relationships must always be revitalized and reinterpreted anew.
b) Politics and science, as often described in a principal agent relationship13, must find
a way of coordinating each other’s interests as regards the question of what kind
of research should to be funded (e.g. investigator-driven research of any kind or
rather thematically-driven and development-oriented research), how research
should be organised (via programs or projects, individually or group-oriented,
long-term or short-term etc.), how it should be reviewed (e.g. ex ante, in between
8
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and/or ex post; summative or formative, written or orally, open to the public or
not) , and what role each actor should fulfil in this social undertaking. In particular,
this coordination entails sorting out questions about procedural standards and
about quality in general.
Each of the two dimensions in itself provides for ample social complexity. The mainstream
of International Relations (as the scholarly field of studies on international affairs) has, for
example, dealt with the intricacies of ‘double-edged diplomacy’ and ‘double chess’
delegation games: Actors must attune domestic and foreign affairs in the absence of a
global leviathan if they want to successfully carry their points in policymaking14. Under this
premise, it is an empirically open question as to whether foreign policy is decoupled
domestic policymaking and their actors, if – in light of a multi-governance perspective15 –
foreign policy is in line with domestic policy or even employed to influence domestic actors.
In addition, scholars and practitioners have to cope with the challenge of attributing events
and actions to ‘actorhood’, which can only be done by presupposing that actors conceive
of the world as being lawful, that they can understand these laws and that they apprehend
a connection between such laws and their own and others’ actions 16. However, as
actorhood is an abstract correlate that gets continuously reconfigured in the course of
social interactions and interpretations, it remains an empirical question if something or
someone gets accredited with actorhood and not least what actions, roles and underlying
expectations are thereby inscribed. In this respect and despite revivals of state-centrism
and categories of power17, IR has come to acknowledge that a plethora of multiplenetworked subjects (individual and organizational ones) can neither be attributed to
individual states nor steered by governments (let alone their individual departments) or
quasi-governmental regimes18, none of which can be presupposed to featuring coherence.
On the other hand, science policy research has devoted much capacity to investigate into
the political steering of scientific actors that are expected to contribute to economically and
socially attainable products and services. Despite recent paradigm shifts in science policy
that have disclosed an uptake of more outspoken and targeted strategies to statecoordinated scientific activities19, scholars have become aware of a potentially huge
information asymmetry between scientists and political actors as well as of the idiosyncratic
self-governing norms of scientific groups20 that render the governance of science as being
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164.; Whitley, R. (2011): Changing governance and authority relations in the public sciences. In: Minerva,
49(4), pp. 359–385.
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in a constitutive dilemma21. In this respect, the social expectation that policymakers
confine themselves to acting in boundless trust as fiduciaries 22 vis-à-vis scientists is over23.
Scientific work has got increasingly conditioned via selective third party funds, specific
types of research evaluations and the introduction of comparability regimes that empower
an elitist system of scientific capitalism24.25
The previous discussions allow for two tentative hypotheses. First, social complexity
increases, as entities need to be coordinated beyond national boundaries and from the
realms of science and policy. Second, complexity does not necessarily increase as for
example compared to national settings – in fact it might even decrease –, because actors
cannot assess each other’s social position as they do in national settings. We can also
expect that they good-natured and encounter their international partner with in an extra
amount of courtesy and principles of charity. And not least does complexity vary depending
on whether collaborations are a single-shot game or a recurring one, if actors know each
other or face a first-encounter situation, and if their properties feature huge differences,
such as in terms of socioeconomic development and scientific infrastructural levels. Not
least, actors bring in their specific convictions and expectations into the programming of
research collaborations. While some actors expect clearly outlined and mandatory
procedural rules, others expect more room for maneuver. Again, the entire notion of
scientific research may be borne by different convictions. Some expect immediate and
palpable results whereas others stick to the notion of non-directional or indirect knowledge
production26, and yet others hold international collaborations sacred no matter what they
contain.

2. Research Programming: Processes and Actors
Joint international research programming is a social process. In fact, it can be viewed as a
sequence of special communication, because participants do not only take part in its
communication but also discuss the principles of their communication concurrently. The
process of joint programming can be regarded and analyzed as a sequence of social actions
that features a series of phases.
An initial cause of motivation for participant(s) to collaborate internationally. Such an
initial cause can derive from academic researchers, policymakers, business men, and other
advocacy groups. The cause can be palpable, finite and direct. The German Egyptian Year
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Whitley, R., J. Gläser (2007): The changing governance of the sciences. In: Sociology of the Sciences
Yearbook 26.
24
Musselin, C. (2013): How peer review empowers the academic profession and university managers: Changes
in relationships between the state, universities and the professoriate. In: Research Policy, 42(5), pp. 1165–
1173.; Slaughter, S., G. Rhoades (1996): The Emergence of a Competitiveness Research and Development
Policy Coalition and the Commercialization of Academic Science and Technology. In: Science, Technology, &
Human Values, 21(3), pp. 303–339.
25
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of Science and Technology27, for example, can be regarded a politically driven point of
reference that triggered concrete bilateral science policy planning and collaborations
between researchers of the two countries. On the other hand, a collaboration can also stem
from a gradual rise of mutual interests, i.e. researchers might have read about the works
of others or met them on conference and build up a trustful relationship over years
(including visits or long-term stays). At some point this may lead to the point where
policymakers set up a research funding program.
The preparatory phases of setting up a transnational program defines the purposes,
scope and conditions of a collaboration. International research funding requires from
organisations of each state to develop and openly communicate a reason for why the
collaboration is deemed necessary. It also defines the financial and programmatic scope of
an initiative: Who can apply (public and/or private entities, natural persons or body
corporate etc.)? What topics are funded and what are the funded results needed for? What
is the global budget of an international initiative, how much funding should be devoted to
individual projects and how long can funding periods last? These questions only represent
a limited number of issues that organisations must agree upon from the earliest possible
state of planning. But even more so: participants of international joint research
programming activities must actually acquiesce in discussing these questions. Because
touching upon them without having agreed upon it can be interpreted as an act of outside
interference into sovereignty. Needless to say, the preparatory phase also includes the
setting up of organizational bodies, such as bilateral decision or advisory boards, peer
review/expert panels, ethics committees and a (shared) data management infrastructure.
Probably the most crucial distinction in this programming phase is the degree of
integration. Will joint programming mean that a real common pot system is going to be
installed in which all partners pay in their share? The same question is to be answered with
respect to the evaluation principles: Will each party have their peers evaluate their
domestic applicants or will one pool of reviewers be defined that will organize a joint review
process? Will research managers or policymakers from one side decide for the entire
international joint program (e.g. with annually changing responsibilities) or will each side
decide separately?
In the actual implementation phase, the joint program will be finalized until the point of
inviting tenders or disseminating calls for proposals. This includes finally agreeing upon
rules for participation, all (first) terms of procedures necessary for partners to engage into
the selection and payment of beneficiaries, their rules for participation and the standards
and procedures of evaluation. This phase also entails agreeing upon the specific timing of
the project’s application phase, as most joint calls must be based on rigid time schedules
in order to pass muster with national administrative regulations. For example, in some
countries and organisations projects must start until a fixed deadline in the winter due to
cameralistic accounting principles.
The application and evaluation phase starts with the official announcement of the call
for proposal and ends with project consortia being selected for contracting and thus starting
their research and developing work. Among the biggest issues of joint programming lies
the question of what kind of evaluation should be used and going along with this: what
criteria should apply whilst running an evaluation. Do the program designers think of
scientific quality criteria (originality, novelty, relevance, the applicants’ merits etc.) only or
do they include other criteria (sustainable development goals, societal impact, and how
are criteria weighted? Moreover, all participants must know how to operate according to
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the established principles. A seemingly trivial but crucial question is how much time experts
have for reviewing a proposal, that they know how rate and grade research proposals and
that everyone knows what to do in the likely case of different contradictory grades being
given to proposals. Finally and also concerning evaluations, it will be necessary to define if
the projects are assessed whilst running (e.g. mid-term reviews) or afterwards (ex post
assessments), and whether they may include stakeholders other than those who evaluated
them in the first place.
Similar to criticism as regards policy cycle models28 or the linear model of innovation29,
one might quickly come to realize that research programming does not need to follow the
sequential logic as sketched above. Features that would be common for e.g. later phases
can appear at the beginning, and certainly can programs be set up without any feedbacks
from ex post ante evaluations. On the other hand, procedural evaluations can take place
in all phases, and certainly is it possible that joint programming participants can change
criteria in the course of action. And one should forget the possibility that sometimes there
might be no formal procedures in place but haphazardness, informality, spontaneity or
even governance by capriciousness.
In a similar vein, actors’ positions in international joint programming can vary in the course
of the generic programming and depending on the country of collaboration. In some
countries there is a relatively clear and functional differentiation between (i) program
owners represented by ministerial staff, (ii) program managers e.g. represented by
funding/ project agency staff that run the actual programs, (iii) peers that are responsible
for judging project proposals or running consortia. In other cases, program owners and
administrators are the same, and yet in other cases program administrators are scientific
experts of highest professorial rank that also fulfil the duty of working in funding/project
agencies. In some countries, research funding agencies enjoy high degrees of
independence vis-à-vis policymaking, while in others they are bound to the level of
program owners30.

3. Case Selection And Operationalization
The case study report revolves around the question how international joint programming
can be organised, provided that actors from different states as well as from politics and
must find a common understanding of the purpose and process of international research
funding. So how does joint international research programming get negotiated? Who takes
part in it when, and how are understandings about aspects of quality in research dealt with
by actors from different countries/political entities? How is contingency/conflict mediated
as regards different convictions about what makes good scientific practice, especially when
representatives of science (funding) organizations or ministries of differently developed
countries are dealing with one another to jointly program or evaluate funded research
programs?
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These questions are dealt with in comparative perspective. The comparison features three
settings, two of which will be discussed in more detail: a) a multilateral initiatives will be
cursorily discussed in relation to the ERA-Net coordination mechanism. b) three bilateral
initiatives between organizations from EU Member States and three different non-EU
countries, i.e. Turkey, Egypt and the Palestinian territories that hugely differ in terms of
territorial and demographic size, socioeconomic and S&T development status as well as
their science policy. It is important to note that no organisation will be disclosed, as the
highest possible level of anonymity has been granted to the interviewees who would not
have shared their knowledge otherwise. As some collaborations in the world are unique –
as is the case here –, even the slightest hint to either countries’ organizations would almost
certainly lead back to the identity of interviewees and their institutions.
The empirical backbone of this case study is a selection of ten expert interviews, eight of
which have been carried out by the author alone, while two had been done in collaboration
with the EL-CSID project team of the Berlin Social Science Research Center. The
interviewees are representatives from the European Commission’s DG RTD, research
funding agencies and research ministries of European states. If applicable, expert
interviews were compared with a document analysis, while documents were rarely to be
found or hardly shared by the experts. Needless to say, making explicit references would
compromise the reviewers and can for most of the time not be made explicit in order to
guarantee that promised anonymity will not be compromised.
The following empirical section will present three joint programming settings individually
before drawing a comparative conclusion. For each of the cases we will, as best as possible,
highlight its idiosyncratic structures and identify its positive and negative aspects, as
identified by the interviewed experts.

4. Bilateral Collaborations in Turbulent Times
Classical for a policy-driven agenda-setting, the new international joint programming
between the European state and Egypt and Turkey emerged as a result of a series of
bilateral meetings organised by the two national ministries that are responsible for
education, science and technology.31 For some it is the usual case that such bilateral
initiatives are launched in the course of high-level meetings between ministers or state
secretaries. As an interviewee states:
„Often we get this on our tables as a request from the outside, for example
from a foreign politician, or very often as the result of a bilateral meeting of
two ministers that will lead to the proposal of one party to do something
together…you know these kinds of delegation visits where broad interests of a
country are discussed, and then both sides shake hands and conclude that they
want to collaborate. At this stage, it remains open where exactly they would
want to collaborate, it’s just a declaration of goodwill. And finally, staff from the
ministry approach the agencies and others to fathom what could be done.”
(Interviewee T)
That said, some agencies in Europe follow a multiannual heuristic with two variables:
countries and topics of strategic interest:

31
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dates back to the 1970s and was geared toward research and development especially in nuclear energy
technologies.
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“We are a national research agency, and so our money must not cross borders,
it’s a co-funding thing. And our principle is to finance excellent science. That
means, whenever we find in this pillar collaborating partners from developing
countries to co-finance projects, they have to compete with our own domestic
science or intra-European collaborations. But we also have more strategic
projects, where the country and the topic are of governmental concern. Often
the funding is not so important then but to build up capacities in the funding
agencies abroad of these countries.” (Interviewee A)
In the bilateral collaboration with Egypt, the first meetings that sought to find topics of
mutual S&T-interests were organised in the mid-2000 years, i.e. about six few years before
the Arab Spring led to the political turmoil and the Egyptian crisis as of 2011. Amidst the
regime change in Egypt, the bilateral science policy collaborations have been explicitly
sustained to symbolise support for civil societal actors, to point to science as a
modernization force for socioeconomic progress and to keep up communication channels.
In the case of Turkey, hitherto well-going research collaborations were terminated after
the presidential elections in August 2014, which widely empowered the president
constitutionally vis-à-vis the parliament and was followed by a veritable purge against
intellectuals, journalists and academic scholars, many of whom left the country. In general,
the Arabic Spring, the Turkish convergence into a presidential regime, the civil/proxy wars
and a persistently tensed situation within and between states and the state-like regions of
Middle East do not allow for stable scientific research planning. One of the interviewee who
is heading the entire department responsible for the Middle East describes this situation:
“Over somewhat the last ten years, you never knew what would happen next.
One week before a contract should have been signed, your partners would just
cancel it out of the blue. You’ll find out that a regime change has now also
reached the research ministry and its funding agency. In another we could have
started a collaboration, but then a President would purge the academics of his
country.”
Back to Egypt: In the initial meeting, a bilateral task force was formed to start its work. It
consisted of representatives from the ministries, two research funding agencies from the
European state and the Egyptian Science and Technology Development Fund, a spin-off
and soon project agency of the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research
(MHESR). The meetings were accompanied by the respective science attachés of the EU
member state that, based at the embassy in Cairo, mainly provided logistical support. In
the strategic meetings, a series of public science (policy) events were planned that flanked
the official launch of a bi-national fund. Over a period of three years, the binational group
met twice a year, while preparatory work was also assisted by numerous individual faceto-face and virtual meetings.
For agenda-setting purposes, these public events are not to be underestimated, because
they constitute focal points that structure actors as regards their timing and commitment
of resources and might leave the ceremonial mark on individuals32 of having done
something meaningful and of importance.
A similar cause and structure can be observed for the collaboration with Turkey. There has
been a well-established exchange between individuals from scientific communities as well
as between ministries and intermediary organizations in the field of science and
technology. Moreover, a new bilateral initiative was founded after the 2010er years to
underpin and boost the scientific and policy relationships with this country.
32
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For both bilateral collaborations, i.e. the one with Egypt and the one with Turkey, each
side is paying about 50 per cent of the budget for each project into the fund, and in both
cases should the bilateral S&T-collaborations help achieve applied-oriented research goals
of mutual interest. It was decided to finance research and technological development
activities e.g. in the areas of agriculture, biotechnology, health, ICT, material sciences and
mechanical engineering, renewable energies, and urbanisation, while each side also
consulted with their domestic peer groups to get input. The funds are also supposed to aid
each consortium side on a 50 per cent basis for a funding period of three years.
As interviewees report, it was clear from the beginning that these funds had to abide to
national administrative law and accustomed procedures, however, this is not as simple as
it might sound:
“Often we think, oh well, it’s just administrative rules. But these are not trivial
because you don’t know to what extent you can bend or even defy them. In
some countries including our own, projects, for example, must start on a fixed
date or be terminated at a given point of time. Sometimes at the end of the
year, sometimes in…let’s say the 1st of March. Otherwise they cannot start at
all, no matter how much you want that or how much have already invested
resources into them. So, joint programming…well it’s a tricky process of
mediating. And you know, while sometimes you don’t even know how flexible
your own political program owners are, how can you anticipate this for your
foreign partners?”
In line with the statement, all interviewees reported that the attuning of different
administrative procedures (including of codes of practices, timing, the distribution of
earmarked funds etc.) poses a challenge, whenever a bilateral collaboration are to be
installed. The reason is that international research policies are bound to social institutions.
As we know from generations of social scientists, “[i]nstitutions by definition are the more
enduring features of social life...giving ‘solidity’ across time and space” 33. Yet, viewed as
collectively stabilized expectations, institutions are not necessarily taken-for-granted
assumptions or mere tradition34, as they experience being constantly “created, maintained,
changed and decline”35. For analytical purposes, scholars 36 differentiate institutions into
three pillars: institutions can be regulative (rules enacted via coercion of actors), normative
(they persuade actors due to beliefs in what is morally right/wrong and what is
mannered/appropriate) and cognitive (actors share the same beliefs in causal
mechanisms). With respect to the setting up of research funding in general, administrative
rules can structure in the form of regulative institutions, at least if they coerce actors into
abiding to their demands. Funds are not freely distributed but are always conditioned, they
depend on review procedures and timespans of spending financial resources etc. However,
even in domestic science policy regulative institutions only apply seldom, for example when
ethical lines are in danger to be stepped over or whenever third party funds should be
spent in accordance with administrative and budgetary law. Moreover, due to the different
logics of science, politics and other social spheres, regulative institutions can hardly stand
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on their own feet, as rules must be embedded in normative and cognitive assumptions
about the purpose of distinct positions in the social contract for science 37.
With respect to the social dimensions of international research funding initiatives,
regulative institutions can hardly ever work. These collaborations are voluntarily set up,
which crosses out most possibilities to command actors to abide to rules. This does not
mean that one cannot agree upon mutually valid norms and codes of practices. However,
these are borne by shared assumptions about the functioning of processes as well as about
the appropriateness of behaviour.
At the outset of a concrete phase of joint programming, i.e. the setting up of the actual
funding mechanism, actors must resort to interpreting the other’s positions, procedures,
demands, their understandings of the purpose of science policy and of science
collaborations in general as well as notions about the functioning of evaluative scientific
expertise in funding procedures. For the observer just as well as for the participant of such
bilateral programming, the challenge is to differentiate between tacit organizational
practices on the one hand and overarching social institutions38 on the other hand.

5. The concrete programming procedure
In both cases, the collaboration with Turkey and Egypt, all involved actors had to ensure
legal accordance with domestic funding procedures and budgetary law. In the case of the
EU member state, legal clearance included the allowance of state subsidies with respect to
the EU’s internal market paradigm.39 With this clarified, the funding agencies and ministries
informed each other about how competitive research can be funded according to their rules
and best practices. For example, in the case of Egypt and Turkey, the principal investigator
must be a member of an Egyptian or Turkish legal entity, which is not necessarily the case
of the European member state’s principal investigator. Also, both sides must regulate their
terms of collaboration in a cooperation agreement. And the call for proposal must be
officially advertised in English. There are many other technical details that regulate the
joint and the individual conditions of funding. Also that an IT-system from one of the
partners is used to operate the entire evaluation process. Speaking of which, the most
important part is that actors needed to decide upon the concrete evaluation procedure.
It was agreed that consortia can send one joint proposal that will be evaluated by each
side. This means, each elect scientific/expert reviewers that would write review reports
and rate the proposals following an A-B-C-logic with A being of the highest grade, B
meaning “good” but not outstanding, and C meaning a reject. The reviewers rate the
research proposal and the participating persons and their host institutions, whereby each
side assesses only their country’s applicants and institutions. Then, the reviewers that each
side would have had selected meet during one day in order to discuss their proposed
shortlist and their hitherto existing rejections, also in light of available funding. On the
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second day, it is the board of each binational research funds (the Euro-Turkish and EuroEgyptian) that meets up to present their own assessment, based on or at least compared
with the reviewers’ preference list of day one. At the end of the process, successful
applications will be selected and offered to set up a contract.
The reality of this phase of programming reveals – again – a complex mediation process,
which also calls upon actors to revisit their cognitive and normative institutions that
research funding mechanisms bear upon. An interviewee reports:
“You know, our and their researchers and ministries collaborate for decades.
Their scientific basis builds on a longstanding tradition and, indeed, is quite
strong in international comparison. No wonder, it’s quite English- or USoriented. But imagine: it took us four years until 2011 to agree upon a joint
evaluation procedure, a structure, how we would evaluate, which means what
evaluation levels we would go for, when the evaluators are brought in, if they
should be exclusively consist of scientists or also include other experts, and
what we do in the case of this or that, what kind of reporting we would want,
and so on and so forth.”
Asking further how mutual agreements could be reached, the interviewee as well as other
interviewed staff said that the best “rhetorical” strategy was to simply report about past
experience of joint evaluations and funding with other countries – good examples as well
as bad ones. This mode was then adopted by everyone in the group, because it
acknowledges everyone’s experience, and neither does it obligate nor blame others, which
was described very important as a start condition. In this respect, the interviewee goes
on, such meetings also contain important aspects of understanding the other’s and one’s
own culture40 as well as its social positioning of individuals:
“You know, in all modesty I can say that I am an expert of the Middle East. I
studied Arabic and regional studies, I have immersed myself into the region to
live and work there for many years, my better half is also from the region. But
even if you know most customs and conventions and you speak the Standard
Arabic and some dialects, these meetings you refer to are still quite challenging,
even to an old stager like me. The most important aspect is your social status
in this setting. This is decisive to be seen as a competent speaker or not.”
The interviewee specified that this with few exceptions, being treated in a genderdifferentiating way was not an issue. Both sides have had women and men of all ranks
sitting at the table. Rather, it is the question of academic title and position (which implicitly
goes in line with social positions). On the Egyptian side – the same holds true for Turkey
– professors who carry out research and teaching also work for the funding agency as staff
members. On the European side, staff members of funding agencies have a university
degree (M.A. or equivalent) or a doctoral degree, while neither the degree nor the subject
background defined their domain of work within the funding agencies. 41 Hence, in
comparison, the staff from Egypt and Turkey were reported to act with greater
assertiveness both with respect to setting the terms and assessing research proposals.
“I am no scientist anymore. Many years ago, I did my PhD in the field of [xxx],
and dropped out. For example in the field, where I come from I somehow
understand the content of the proposals, but just on a superficial level, but I
know the community of people and can ask competent scientists if they are
40
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interested in reviewing for us. And I can see from a managerial point if a
proposal is sound or not, if its institutions have a standing or not, if applicants
promise too much or if a topic is relevant on the policy level…you know?”
This said, the interviewees state that collaborating with active researchers from the other
side is an asset but also quite challenging, as it is more cumbersome to disagree or getting
one’s own position fully accepted. This is not a sustained problem, but one that often recurs
in situations of concrete decision-making:
“The reviewers have met one day before and put the proposals in the three
baskets – no problem. But in our meeting, we decide at the very moment. And
then [x] has an issue with a proposal, and you don’t get to know why. But she’s
acting as an eminent professor, while you’re only the science officer from the
agency. Do you want to argue scientifically then? This is what I call tough
diplomacy.”
Another aspect of hierarchy pertains to the institutional cultures of the involved
organizations. According to the European interviewees, one should not expect large
degrees of self-responsibility and independence in their counterparts despite their high
academic ranks. Neither do their institutions allow for self-responsible actions nor have
they laid out clear marching orders or business plans that the Egyptian and Turkish
representatives can clearly follow. This led to a tedious stop-and-go decision-making whilst
deciding upon the procedure and the evaluation criteria, because even (seemingly)
insignificant decisions needed clearance from a non-transparent ministry in the back. In a
similar vein, continuity of procedures, once decided upon, had been an issue, particularly
in the course of the political upheavals when new staff members changed.
“It’s like this situation: You run a program the way you do it for good reasons,
and you build that on incremental steps, you go back and forth, every side
clarifying all sorts of legal issues and administrative procedures with their
ministries, you know. And then, the others present a new member to the funds,
who questions everything. I don’t know why, maybe just to play top dog for a
moment. And then, his colleagues must explain to him that there are good
reasons that things are running the way the run. And they must explain to the
new staff member who everyone is and that we are all quite long in this game.
That’s just tedious, and it also has to do with new doctrines of lean management
in their agency. It’s ironic, you know. They are supposed to be more selfresponsible, but the opposite happens. They start wondering about the most
trivial and taken-for-granted practices of our joint funds.”
Yet, the interviewees also reflect on how their own institutional position is observed by the
other side. All interviewees research project/funding work for agencies in EU Member
States that have seized science policy importance for various reasons. First and especially
due to reforms of the public sector, agencies were either founded or strengthened in order
to disencumber ministries – at least that followed the “doctrines” of New Public
Management42. Bound to lean management, a human resource planning that adapts more
flexibly to the concurrent “projectification” in research funding43 and, allegedly a closer link
to interests of scientific disciplines, many research project/funding agencies have managed
to expand to their portfolio of actions in recent years. Funding agencies do far more than
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just administering research funds for governmental program owners (the ministries). They
engage in elaborate foresight activities, observe S&T and respective policy development,
often on the entire globe and backed by liaison offices abroad, and they develop funding
schemes for their program owners. A large amount of staff of these agencies hold academic
degrees. One should not forget, however, that agencies are not primarily responsible for
policymaking.
In the case of binational joint programming, interviewees from funding agencies report
that despite their close interactions with their program owners they have experienced
surprising interferences from the ministries’ staff that spawned unintended consequences
on the collaboration. To provide examples, in concrete calls for proposals, the responsible
agency from Europe followed its peers’ assessment and decided against a certain number
of research proposals. But the non-European agency/ministry wanted some of these
proposals to be funded or at least considered for possible funding, in case if enough budget
was available. Suddenly, the ministry from Europe agreed to finance these projects. An
interviewee stated:
“You know, of course I was happy that more projects can receive funding, and
it’s not a big deal if the ministry interferes for whatever politically acute reasons.
Just, the problem is that we signal inconsequent behaviour to our partners. So
guess what happens in the next round? It was tacitly expected that we have
money stored in the back. It’s like you just need to tickle us a bit, because in
the end, for political reasons the ministry would take it easy with decisions. So
to some extent you lose your credibility at once. It’s these situations of ‘give
them an inch, and they’ll take a mile. Needless to say, your own scientific peer
evaluators – I am sorry for this to say – feel really pranked. So it’s less likely
that they review for you next time.”
The interviewees make it clear that they do not blame the others by any means. Their own
position vis-à-vis their ministries led to these problematic situations. Some also stated that
in these instances do not depend on the shares of budgets that each partner is investing
into a collaboration. Also agencies from smaller and developing regions would anticipate
that interest in collaborations might rather be borne by political than scientific reasons. In
this situations, staff members describe their activities as essentially “diplomatic.” The
afore-described interferences undermine the development of normative and cognitive
institutions as to what is appropriate behaviour in bilateral research funding collaborations
and what consequences follow specific causes.

6. Multilateral Joint Programming and Soft Coordination
While binational joint programming revealed challenges due to their relative absence of
guiding principles, in contrast the European Union has for more than 15 years tested and
implemented policy instruments that developed such principles. 44 Originally, these
instruments were implemented as part of the Open Method of Coordination 45, and their
purpose was to foster better cooperation especially between Member States actors but also
with other transnational and supranational research performing and funding institutions in
44
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order to foster integration into what has been called the European Research Area (ERA).
More specifically, under the Sixth Framework Programme (FP6), the instrument of the ERANets were founded as the first explicit attempt engage national member state programme
owners and programme managers into a joint cooperation and coordination of research
activities, carried out at national or regional level (member + associated states); by
networking of research activities or mutual opening of national/regional research
programmes. The scheme applied a four step logic of integration intensity reaching from
1. information exchange on best practices of existing programs, 2. identifying common
strategic issues, 3. developing joint activities of national/regional programs and 4.
implementing joint activities. It is important to note that these activities were solely
bottom-up defined, with the Commission’s DG RTD only supporting actors via a lean
administration and information brokerage within and across individual ERA-Nets.
The Seventh Framework Programme and especially paying attention to calls for combining
this bottom-up initiative with some strategic top-down elements46, in FP7 the Commission
launched both the ERA-Net and the ERA-Net Plus schemes that provided for top-up funding
and strengthened administrative (as well as legal) support not least to intensify joint
funding collaborations.47 The ERA-Net Plus actions thus supported a limited number of
cases with high European added value by additional financial support from the Commission
in order to facilitate joint calls for proposals between national and/or regional programmes.
Under FP8 (H2020) the ERA-Net Cofund merged the ERA-Net and ERA-Net Plus scheme
mostly for reasons of simplification.48
The development of the ERA-Nets can be considered a veritable success story, in the sense
that it had an impact on national funding institutions within Europe to learn from each
other and to collaborate with each other. As Harrap and Boden (2012) report, not only
have some ERA-Net joint programming initiatives lasted far beyond the official
administrative support by the Commission. In this respect, European coordination was
backed by further instruments, such as Art. 185 initiatives or Joint Programming Initiatives
(JPI).
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Again, it is essential to note at this point that it was the Commission that had encouraged
national actors to test these new instruments which led to a new and positive awareness
about the possibilities of transnational collaborations within Europe. And in a positive
sense, numerous stakeholders in Europe, including the Commission, underestimated the
indirect impact of information exchange and joint programming initiatives. As a soft
governance instrument par excellence, the ERA-Net schemes revealed in particular where
greater and deeper coordination between Member States was possible. Moreover, it also
encouraged actors to reflect on the best possible procedures to set up international
research funding programs. In this respect, the ERA-Net scheme and its succeeding and
cognate instruments have helped develop a European standard model of joint
programming, especially due to the fact that the model is flexibly adaptable to themespecific and organisation-specific requirements.
In light of collaborations with non-EU actors in S&T, representatives from funding agencies
have recently realized the advantages of having developed a quasi-European standard
model of joint programming, not least because individual ERA-Nets integrated nonEuropean partners in their collaborative efforts. As a member from the Commission’s DG
RTD makes it clear from the beginning in an interview:
“You know, nowadays there is hardly an issue with third country participation,
and this is also thanks to the experience that national funding agencies and
performers reported to the Commission. So either we have clear rules for
participation how to participate in the ordinary Framework Programme funding.
The Americans and others sometimes have an issue with them, but anyway,
they are articulate and indisputable. And then, all sorts of European agencies
have developed the ERA-Net guiding principles that also apply whenever a
country outside the EU wants to take part. Because one can only participate by
abiding to the principles. [interviewer further inquires] You know, there’s no
wheeling and dealing: Third parties either accept the rules, or they cannot take
part. That’s the beauty of it.”
Indeed, interviewees from national research funding agencies agree that integrating
partners from non-European states in multilateral collaborations was tested in the course
of the ERA-Nets, and that co-developing principles can be considered a challenging but
rewarding experience:
“The ERA-Nets I have been involved developed a neat and now widely accepted
panel solution. Two steps, an A-B-C-assessment, clear division of labour, model
contracts that are in accordance with most national regulations and open for
ameliorations. I mean you still have to find agreements in every step, but you
have a driving direction, landmarks and traffic lights. I really wish we would
have had that in our collaboration with region in the Middle East.”
Apparently, the ERA-Nets have changed the experience of national funding agencies, not
least because setting them up and trying to deepening dimensions of collaborations is
reported as a resource intensive process no one wants to start all over again. In this
respect, the ERA-Net guidelines to set up multilateral programming initiatives seem to have
created path dependencies and their outline on how one can proceed in joint programming
is convincing:
“You know, from my experience there were hardly big issues with third
countries, I mean big ones. My collaborations focused on the Southeast Asian
region, and if we leave few examples aside, one must say that the science
evaluation systems in most of the countries function more or less the same way
than ours. And we should not forget that we have different approaches within
Europe too. The thing is, everyone was thankful for a blueprint or call it a model
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for joint programming. And, you know, of course sometimes there were issues
but that does not question the procedure as such.”
Another interesting aspect that representatives from agencies broached, was the role of
the Commission. In the case of joint programming with third countries abroad, particularly
developing countries, agency representatives would want to see the European Commission
as a more strategic leader and mediator of interests.
“Initially it was chaotic with the Commission. It was very chaotic until three or
four years ago. Now they are beginning to be a little more strategic, that’s
better. I would say is that they are not really taking the responsibility. Often
they say they want to do this or that but then they come to us and say ‘please,
set it up!’. Now, we have set up an ERA-Net with Africa, and here is where I
want to see science diplomacy from the Commission, to put a light on it. Why
should it be us? We need the Commission, but they keep saying they rely on
us to come up with funding agreements. A little bit frustrating.”
The interviewee tries to explain her/his point further:
“All the initiatives, all these JPIs, ERA-Nets, co-funds and Article 185 things, all
of this is nice within Europe. You need these things to get regions in Europe to
work together. But these things only work because there is European law and
sanctions. If you want to do this with the world, the EU must have a clear
mandate. Science diplomacy is not enough, you know like ‘oh I have just
negotiated with Russia a bit on this and that.’ We are at this edge where if we
want to go further and to coordinate with the full thing. What we need is the
logic of the Framework Programme applied to the outside world. Then you have
a strong form of science diplomacy.”
The statement clearly illustrates the dilemma of the EU’s missing legitimacy 49 to take action
in specific policy areas. Since neither a clear-cut mandate nor a division of labour allows
for a supranational foreign science policy, national agencies have restricted authority to
negotiate with stakeholders abroad. The Commission with its different DGs and services,
however, can only sometimes act as a strong and well-coordinated leader vis-à-vis nonEuropean partners, while agencies would exactly prefer that, especially in multilateral
research funding settings that are already plagued by a plethora of actors and soft
recommendations rather than hard rules.

7. Conclusion on bi- and multilateral Joint Programming
The coordination of binational collaborations clearly poses a challenge to its actors. Next
to missing common grounds what is concretely meant by coordination and international
administrative collaborations50, staff members face the specific challenge of dealing with
each other and with their own domestic program owners at the same time, while concrete
guidelines how to set up and shape collaborations are absent, which increases the
uncertainty for actors. This does not mean that agencies do not have developed models
for international research funding collaborations. On the contrary, it is quite conventional
e.g. to separate review processes in the sense that each side “sovereignly” (explicitly
described by interviewees) assesses proposals and that scientific peers and administrative

49

Majone, G. (2005): Dilemmas of European Integration. The Ambiguities & Pitfalls of Integration by Stealth.
Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press.
50
Metcalfe, L. (1994): International policy co-ordination and public management reform. In: International
Review of Administrative Sciences, 60(2), pp. 271–290.

270

decision come together in order to select proposals for funding according to jointly agreed
procedures. Yet, what agency staff members miss are blueprints or guidelines that
everyone would instantly agree upon, both European actors and foreign collaborating
partners from outside the EU. The difference between integrating third country partners
into ERA-Net programming and bilateral collaborations to establish a joint funds, is thus
the existence of meaningful guiding principles. The latter must be worked out from scratch,
just as well as the meta-principles have to be settled before and often in the course of joint
programming.
Moreover, actors from funding agencies made it clear that they consider their activities as
essentially diplomatic. Interests must be mediated in a tactful manner all the time, cultural
habits and conventions, including the social position of individuals must be considered, but
even more so, the geostrategic and sociopolitical situation of a partnering actor must be
paid heed to. The latter can rapidly change, as political upheavals, such as the Arabic
Spring or regime changes, as briefly touched upon, have illustrated in our case study. And
not least, the specific principal-agent logic of all involved actors, including one’s own, has
to be taken into account in the context of international coordination.
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