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associate regional actors with interests in the application of research 
findings and technology development. A commonly accepted division of 
labour in the innovation ecosystem is that the nation state takes care 
of science funding while regional innovation policies are predominantly 
concerned with fostering transfer and innovation in economic contexts 
in those thematic fields that are considered of regional public interest. 
They address universities and other research institutions through their 
“third mission”, thereby seeking to push activities of research institutions 
“downstream” in the innovation chain and systematically neglecting the 
merits of “upstream activities” such as curiosity-driven fundamental re-
search. Science policy studies mirror this interest by focusing on gover-
nance arrangements that support this aim (e.g. Feldman and Audretsch 
1999, Rip 2002, Trippl and Maier 2010, Van Geenhuizen and Nijkamp 
2012, Gertner and Bossink 2015). 

At the same time, in many regions in industrialized countries basic 
research landscapes have emerged, i.e. concentrations of basic research 
that show a distinct profile, coherence, and synergies from local colla-
borations. Locality does indeed matter in that it enables collaborations 
depending on face-to-face contacts. After some initial attempts (Inhaber 
1974), little attention has been paid to the benefits of co-location for 
fundamental research beyond some descriptive bibliometric studies (e.g. 
Hoekman et al. 2010). A bibliometric study of biotech research at the city 
level showed that new scientific topics in this field emerge where related 
topics already exist and others were more likely to disappear when they 
were weakly related to the scientific profile of the city (Boschma et al. 
2014), indicating that a city's research amounts to more than simply the 
sum of its parts.

These two developments create a policy question and a correspon-
ding research gap that can be described by the same question: How 
can a regional basic research landscape be developed? A more specific 
question, which is addressed by this paper, asks about the role RFOs can 
play in developing regional basic research landscapes. With this paper, 
we aim to contribute to closing this gap by answering the question how 
(by what mechanisms, with what effects) a small regionally oriented RFO 
can contribute to the development of a dense regional basic research 
landscape. We discuss the case of the Vienna Science and Technolo-
gy Fund (Wiener Wissenschafts-, Forschungs- und Technologiefonds, 
WWTF). The paper is based on an evaluation of WWTF in 2013/2014, in 
which both authors were involved: Grit Laudel was part of the external 
expert group that evaluated the WWTF (Laudel 2013, Costa et al. 2014). 
Michael Strassnig is a Programme Manager of the WWTF and in that 

Introduction

In many OECD countries, the state funding for research has been 
transformed into a split funding mode that combines block funding 
for universities with competitive project grant funding. Consequent-

ly, research funding organisations (RFOs) have become obligatory points 
of passage for conducting research in resource-intensive fields. Grants 
from RFOs has also become embedded in institutionalised evaluations 
and have become a pivotal benchmark for the reputation of both re-
search organisations and researchers. 

Thus, RFOs emerged as central actors in innovation systems. In sci-
ence studies, they are commonly conceptualised as intermediary orga-
nisations because they mediate between science policy (representing 
state and public interests), scientific communities and their priorities and 
standards, and researchers who apply for and receive grants in order to 
further develop their individual research agendas. RFOs are usually joint-
ly controlled by the state and scientific communities (Braun 1993, 1998). 

RFOs enjoyed significant attention of science policy and sociology of 
science studies which, however, focused their attention on state-level 
RFOs. It has been shown that the state depends on RFOs and other ad-
visory organisations with intermediary functions to be able to govern sci-
ence (Van den Daele et al. 1977, Guston 1996, Van der Meulen and Rip 
1998, van der Meulen 2003). Principal-agent theory has been suggested 
as a theory that can explain structures of and processes in and around re-
search councils (Braun 1993; Rip 1994; Guston 1996; Braun 1998; van der 
Meulen 1998; Braun and Guston 2003; Caswill 2003), but has been cri-
ticised for not being able to do justice to the complex embeddedness of 
research councils (Morris 2003; Shove 2003). The actual impact of RFOs 
on research was investigated very selectively, namely with regard to re-
search quality (do RFOs select the best applicants?) and public policy 
goals (does RFO funding support the development of particular fields?), 
see Gläser and Laudel 2016.

RFOs that have a regional focus and thus are intermediaries between 
regional interests and scientific communities are less common. Examples 
for such regionally oriented RFOs are the Mercator-Foundation for the 
Ruhr area in Germany, the Einstein Foundation in Berlin, the Vienna Sci-
ence and Technology Fund in Austria. The role of these regional RFOs as 
intermediary organisations has hardly been investigated. This neglect is 
due to a bias of science and innovation policy studies, which commonly 
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As an intermediary organisation the WWTF has an unusual degree 
of autonomy. Although founded by the City of Vienna, it is not an agen-
cy of the municipal administration but a private non-profit organisation. 
Municipal policy makers do not interfere with the decisions of the WWTF 
beyond their role as members of the advisory board. 

Funding programmes are designed independently by the WWTF, 
which constantly develops, adopts, and scrutinises ideas for new the-
matic areas. In its initial screening of ideas, WWTF applies two basic 
criteria. The proposed thematic area must be large enough to enable 
competitive calls, which means that it must overlap with research inte-
rests in a larger number of Viennese research organisations. Second, the 
scientific quality of Viennese research in this area must be well-above 
average. If these conditions are met, WWTF explores the specificities of 
the new field and possible impacts that can be achieved with different 
interventions by identifying and interviewing central actors including re-
searchers and decision makers in relevant organisations. These findings 
from interviews are triangulated with a bibliometric analysis, interviews 
with experts from abroad (who are familiar with the research in Vienna 
but have no personal interests there) and data about locations abroad 
that are comparable in terms of quality, scope and scale. 

The peer review of grant proposals involves the international rather 
than local scientific community in order to prioritize research quality and 
to exclude particularistic local interests (WWTF Office 2014: 20). The pro-
cess is managed by the WWTF office who organizes written reviews and 
local meetings of international panels.

In these procedures, the local scientific and political interests are pre-
sent in the WWTF’s mission and boards, while the scientific profile and 
design of interventions is under the authority of the WWTF, and funding 
decisions under the authority of the international scientific community. 
Under these conditions, the strategy of an RFO becomes the decisive 
factor for its contributions to the dynamics of a research landscape. 

Small RFOs operate in a complex research funding ecosystem that 
includes large and comprehensive RFOs. They have the disadvantage of 
needing to achieve effects with relatively small budgets. At the same 
time, they have the advantage of being able to design very specific in-
terventions. Large publicly financed RFOs must balance a huge variety of 
interests involved in a national innovation system. These include the ba-
lance of targeted and researcher-driven funding, funding of a variety of 
collaborative forms of research, funding basic and application-oriented 
research, considering regional proportions and keeping national career 
patterns healthy. Smaller RFOs, on the other hand, have more freedom 
to set their agenda, particularly when they are as independent from po-
litical interests as the WWTF currently is.

The main strategy of smaller RFOs often consists in finding gaps in 
the funding portfolios of larger players and funding topics and/ or re-
search with particular properties that would not find funding otherwise. 
Finding gaps has little to do with finding niches because the idea of ni-
ches implies protected but unimportant areas. However, since even large 

role participated in the preparation and organisation of the evaluation 
(WWTF Office 2014).

The WWTF was established as a private non-profit fund in Vien-
na, whose mission is to strengthen the Vienna research landscape by 
contributing to the accumulation of critical mass of excellent scientific 
research in selected fields. It has been operating since 2002, and first 
effects of its work became visible after ten years. 

Evaluating such a specific mission required a targeted micro-level 
approach. Comparative case studies were conducted in three selected 
research areas of WWTF funding activities, namely Life Sciences, Infor-
mation and Communication Technology, and Interdisciplinary Mathema-
tics. The case studies were based on semi-structured interviews with 25 
grantees from all three major funding programmes who received WWTF 
funding. The interviews were prepared by bibliometric structural analy-
sis of their publication oeuvre (Gläser and Laudel 2015; for more details 
about the methodology and methods see Laudel 2013). 

1. An intermediary 
organization for a 
city's research

Vienna is a large research and innovation area with a total of 2.8 
billion Euro annual spending on R&D of which 740 million Euro are spent 
for basic research.1 It is by far the most important Austrian research 
landscape with nine public universities, four larger universities of applied 
science and almost all Austrian extra-university public research institu-
tes. About 30.000 researchers and 180.000 students work and study in 
Vienna. 

The WWTF was established in 2002 as a local RFO by the City of Vien-
na. As an intermediary organization it mediates between regional politi-
cal interests, the local scientific communities and international scientific 
communities. This is reflected in its decision-making body (Board of Di-
rectors) and advisory board. The former consists of two WWTF officials, 
two representatives of the private banking foundation that funds WWTF, 
and two academics. It set the mission to "strengthen Vienna as a loca-
tion of excellent research through funding projects and persons (WWTF 
Office 2014: 9). Two thirds of advisory board members are academics 
working in Vienna, the remaining third consists of municipal politicians 
(WWTF Office 2014: 10-11).

The mission of the WWTF is to promote research in Vienna by contri-
buting to the accumulation of critical mass of excellent research in selec-
ted fields (WWTF 2008). To fulfil this mission, the WWTF has an annual 
budget between seven and thirteen million Euros. In addition, the WWTF 
manages funding programmes directly financed by the City of Vienna, 
namely the Vienna Research Group for Young Investigators Programme, 
the Social Sciences and Humanities in Vienna Programme, and a funding 
programme for university infrastructure. 

1	 Numbers for 2011. See https://www.wien.gv.at/statistik/pdf/wirtschaft.pdf
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focuses on basic questions of that field (since 2008), and cognitive scien-
ces (since 2009), a newly interdisciplinary field with potential to connect 
areas of research in Vienna that have not yet been linked. The WWTF has 
a portfolio of instruments for research funding in these thematic areas, 
which include larger project funding as well as person-oriented funding 
of young group leader positions for 5-8 years ("Vienna Research Groups", 
abbreviated VRG), and fixed-term professorships (“Science Chairs”). 
Table 1 lists the programmes whose effects were investigated by the 
qualitative study. The majority of funds (75%) goes into Project Grants.

RFOs cannot do everything that should be done, small specialised RFOs 
can target critical areas that are neglected by larger RFOs. 

When it was founded, WWTF decided not to go the avenue of fun-
ding applied research or R&D as there were already a number of national 
and regional funders. Instead, basic research of high scientific quality 
that can contribute to the dynamics of the Viennese research landscape 
was made the primary focus. Current funding priorities target the life 
sciences (since 2003), interdisciplinary and applied mathematics (since 
2004); a programme for information and communication technology that 

Project Grants Endowed Science Chairs Vienna Research Groups (VRG)

Funding duration 2 to 4 years 5 years 5 years

Amount 200,000- ca. 800,000 1,5 million plus matching university funds 1,5 million plus matching university funds

Target group all established researchers from abroad early career researchers from abroad

Table 1: Characteristics of investigated funding programs

2. How to change a local 
research landscape

Since it is embedded in a supranational, national and regional inno-
vation system, the support of scientific research by such small funding 
programmes faces a number of challenges. First, one can ask how a fun-
ding organization with limited resources can contribute to the develop-
ment of a research landscape that is also addressed by much larger play-
ers. Second, as it is by no means easy to determine the success of such 
efforts: How can efforts to ‘develop a research landscape’ be evaluated? 

The answer to the second question is based on the insight that any 
organisation should be evaluated against its mission. The qualitative 
study on which this section is based therefore looked for mechanisms 
triggered by WWTF funding that changed the Viennese basic research 
landscape. We found three such mechanisms.

1. Creating links and expanding strengths
A first mechanism utilises existing strength of the Viennese research 

landscape and links them to fields to which they have not been previous-
ly linked or expands them in new directions. This mechansims targets 
specific interdisciplinarities, either between basic research fields or bet-
ween a fundamental and an applied field. 

The WWTF issued several calls which, while thematically still suf-
ficiently broad, asked for particular combinations of fields. The criterion 
interdisciplinarity is a means for combining existing research in a new 
way. For example, the thematic area "mathematics and …" was created 
to encourage projects that apply pure mathematics in other disciplines 
(e.g. utilization of an innovative mathematical method in modelling and 
simulation). Vienna has a long tradition in formal mathematics. However, 
the WWTF observed that this tradition was not linked to the wide set of 
applications in need of such solutions. The call asked for projects to be 
conducted by interdisciplinary teams consisting of one applicant from 
mathematics and a partner from another discipline or vice versa. The pro-

jects should not just apply innovative mathematical methods but develop 
them further (WWTF 2008: 30). 

An example for linking fundamental and applied research is the the-
matic call within the life sciences “linking research and patients’ needs”. 
Proposals for hypothesis-driven research aimed at strengthening links 
between basic research and clinical/disease-related research were invi-
ted to foster collaborations between basic scientists and clinicians.

The calls thus identify themes that fit the Viennese research lands-
cape and create links between fields by demanding collaboration with 
partners from other fields in Vienna.

Well, there had to be opportunities for collaboration. This was a 
very, very important part of the WWTF proposal indeed, to show 
why this special person is able to interact with thousand and 
one people at the university. (Science Chair)

This selection process has to keep a balance. On the one hand, the-
matic areas need to be broad enough to attract enough applications. On 
the other hand, they have to be sufficiently focused to have a specific 
effect with limited funding. 

In the light of limited funding, the sustainability of effects achieved 
with project funding is of particular interest. When new links are created 
by project funding: do they persist after funding runs out? The WWTF's 
application procedure for person-centred grants ensured that the can-
didates provided convincing research programmes, namely long-term 
plans for research. 

Q: For how long is this planned? Is this now a lifelong project 
or ...?
A: Infinitely, yes. The fact is that you find something and then 
you have the next ten questions. And then you find again some-
thing, and then the next ten occur. […]
Q: But the title [of the grant] …
A: … will stay for a while, I am pretty sure.
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other researchers intended to continue their research from WWTF Pro-
ject Grants but couldn’t due to the lack of funding. 

Well, this clinical matter is of great interest to me, the clinical 
trial. That would be an important matter which can’t be realised 
due to the lack of funding. (LS, Project Grant)

***
What happened with the project? It found some resonance […] 
in the community. That’s the one thing. The other thing is, of 
course there are follow-up questions that we would like to do. 
Two of them we would have taken up. One follow-up project 
that we tried to get funded is not yet funded, unfortunately. (IT, 
Project Grant)

The sustainability of research plans that evolved on the basis of 
WWTF funding crucially depends on continued success in acquiring ex-
ternal funding, which the WWTF cannot influence.

2. Attracting the (potential) elite
National science policies in many countries try to attract outstan-

ding scientists to their science systems because it is feared that the 
vitality of their science system is threatened by a brain drain. The un-
derlying assumption is that the elite is critical to a nation's science base 
because they shape the direction of the knowledge production of their 
community (Mulkay 1976; Laudel 2005). Attracting the potential elite 
is important because they are more likely to stay and will become the 
new elite if provided with the right conditions. Furthermore, elite pro-
duction is autocatalytic: The scientific elite selects and directs early ca-
reer researchers in particularly promising research areas and increases 
the likelihood that these researchers become elite themselves (Mulkay 
1976: 446-454, Zuckerman 1977: 99-100, Laudel 2005). Using special 
funding measures to attract the elite, as has been done in many coun-
tries (Laudel 2005: 377), seems to be rational. But how can they be 
attracted in a sustainable way, namely make them stay and having a 
long-term effect on a region? 

The WWTF uses its funding programmes to fund professors (Science 
Chairs) and junior group leaders for this purpose. The candidates had to 
come from abroad, which made it more likely that new research areas 
could be brought to Vienna. Apart from that, quality and fit are the main 
selection criteria. This means that new research areas could only be es-
tablished where "something was already there". In many research fields, 
the opportunities to collaborate locally are an important condition which 
makes a research site attractive. 

There is in Vienna simply ... and there is always even more where 
you say, well we could, we should, let’s do it. And the opportuni-
ties to collaborate are larger than what you have time for. Which 
is, of course, also a pleasant situation. (Science Chair)

***
And this [the data] you need to [analyse] cleverly and efficiently, 
and this is what we are currently doing a lot. And the good thing 
is, one has to say, it happens here because this campus is mod-
ern since people have access to these technologies the moment 

Q: A while would be decades?
A: I think so because it is a large concept. And it would need 
a really new finding that one suddenly moves somewhere else 
(LS, VRG)2

***
Q: These […] research topics – for what time horizon are they 
designed?
A: […] actually they are designed forever. […] This is nothing 
you can finish in five years. Of course there are always interme-
diate goals. One wants to publish and this is why the projects 
are planned in small chunks. But the overall idea is planned to 
be very long-term. [LS, VRG]

Such long-term plans are more common for the life sciences. Many 
collaborations in these fields that were triggered by WWTF funding 
continued beyond the funded project. In these fields, in which lines of 
research consist of sequences of projects requiring similar combinations 
of expertise, WWTF funding from all three funding programmes helped 
researchers expanding their collaboration network.

Long-term research plans were also expected from VRG leaders in 
computer science as part of their application for WWTF funding. How-
ever, in computer science and mathematics the same methods can be 
more easily applied to new problem areas, and research programmes are 
likely to change much faster:

Also, the duration of the project is planned for five to eight 
years. However, when it approaches later phases the project 
description is of course vaguer because it is very difficult to 
plan research so far ahead. I can hardly promise what I will 
do in eight years because it can change very quickly. (IT, VRG 
leader)

Many projects in mathematics and informatics are ‘isolated’ in the 
sense that they have well-defined ad hoc – relations to other fields and 
don’t generate new problems when solved. This is why WWTF-funded 
projects in these fields did initiate new links but these links were not 
sustained after the initial problem was solved. 

Overall this WWTF Call was very important to our research group. 
However, you could say that the project lasted three years and we es-
sentially did what we planned in the proposal. (MA, Project Grant)

Still, in some cases, the new projects built on ideas that emerged in 
prior WWTF-funded projects.

This [...] in a sense emerged suddenly. We didn’t anticipate at 
the time [of the application] that this would become our main 
research area within information […]. (IT, Project Grant)

Only researchers who could secure a permanent position and acqui-
red grant funding from other sources as well as infrastructure support 
from their universities could maintain their new line of research. Several 

1	 Quotations are linked to the type of the grant the interviewee held (VRG leader, Science Chair, or Project Grant), and to the discipline (LS = Life Sciences; IT 
= In-formation and Communication Technologies; MA = Ma-thematics). If it is likely to make interviewees identifiable, even this information is omitted.
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people who simply fit, strengthen the whole thing and bring in 
even more critical mass. (VRG leader)

We have seen that the WWTF is successful in attracting excellent 
researcher. But how can it make sure that the researchers that were 
attracted through WWTF funding stay in the Vienna research landscape? 
Even if universities were included in the selection process of candidates 
(see 3.) and therefore willing to provide tenure, it is still a decision of 
the individual researcher whether he or she wants to continue his/her 
career in Vienna. 

Nearly all WWTF Science Chairs were appointed to tenured positions 
and have remained in Vienna. One Science Chair left and took a positi-
on in Switzerland. The careful selection process and the considerable 
resources provided by universities create a sufficient incentive for most 
Science Chairs to stay on and thus ensure the sustainability of changes 
in the Viennese research landscape. All members of the first cohort of 
Vienna Research Group Leaders also received tenured positions. For the 
recent cohort this is still an open question. Furthermore, in contrast to 
the Science Chairs, the group leaders’ future position come with very 
little funding beyond their own salary.

I mean, if I get tenure then I believe they should give me some-
thing additional, a position I guess. Otherwise I will apply some-
where else. It is not at all common that you get a professorship 
and nothing else than your own salary. (VRG leader)

This is a problem in fields like the biosciences, where personnel is 
essential for conducting research. If the WWTF made the right decision 
in selecting and funding these group leaders, they may receive more 
attractive offers from abroad when the funding period ends. In other 
fields where group leader positions were established, we can be more 
confident that at least some of the established research programmes will 
be continued in Vienna. 

Another important condition for interviewees was having a career 
perspective leading to a full professorship in due time. This was conside-
red important not only because it extends one’s own resource base but 
also because of the authority of the position:

One is then in a position where you can begin to influence 
which further professors a university recruits and so on. Just 
from the point of the career this is a different state where you 
can start to shape things more closely.

The WWTF intends to attract the potential elite of a research area, 
and these researchers naturally want to do what the elite does, namely 
to shape the direction of their scientific community’s research both lo-
cally and globally, as the quote above shows.

The effect of Project Grants on creating sustainable careers were less 
strong. Project grant holders on temporary positions did not have clear 
career prospects. Austrian universities provide only few tenure-track 
positions that lead to assistant professorships and finally to associate 
professorships. 

Any planning of a career in Vienna is difficult. I have built some-

they are on the market. And this is why we are in the frontline 
of it. […] It is good to have the people close by, to be able to 
talk to them and ask whether this makes sense, whether this 
is a meaningful result. … Communication is really important. 
(Science Chair)

Many of these new collaborations of incoming elite scientists linked 
them to researchers in Vienna. On first glance, this looks suspicious be-
cause researchers generally search for the best collaborators regardless 
of their location. However, the discrepancy can be explained by the 
selection of applicants that fit the Viennese research landscape. Since 
the candidates had to come from abroad and to fit in the local research 
environment, new local collaborations are very likely to occur. Furthermo-
re, local collaborations are advantageous for many research processes 
because they can be based on face-to-face communication. Thus, the 
simultaneous requirements of recruitment from abroad and local fit also 
made WWTF grantees in the Group Leader and Science Chairs program-
mes restructure their collaboration networks and tie them into the local 
research environment.

Candidates for professorships and for group leader positions also ac-
tively shaped their research by selecting research that both interested 
them and could be linked to the Viennese research landscape.

I think I visited here once more, but then there were some 
quite intense discussions about what [researchers in the uni-
versity] were doing, what I was doing. And there we tried to 
find the cross links between what I thought was important in 
the projects that I wanted to do, indeed it is a continuation […], 
the [topic 1]. [Topic 1] of course is something that has always 
interested me so that was more of a continuation. [Topic 2] was 
something that we were just a little bit getting into it. It was 
typically one of the things that I really wanted to do but couldn’t 
do [at my old university abroad], I wasn’t able to really focus 
on that. We were able to start with it but we couldn’t get re-
ally much worth it. That was something that I really wanted to 
develop more. (LS, person-centred grant)

Since universities have to commit themselves to supporting the 
Chairs and group leaders (see 3.), which includes long-term investments 
in their respective fields, they will attempt to reap the greatest possible 
benefits from appointments, which includes a fit between the candidate 
and their own research profile. The following two quotes illustrate this 
‘strengthening through fit’ mechanism:

I found here that there was this other group doing sort of similar 
kind of work that was very nice. […] there are various groups 
who are doing related kind of research in Vienna. There is quite 
a team of this and we are doing monthly seminars. Tomorrow 
we have one with these groups where we meet and where we 
talk to each other and that is I think also very special. […] (Sci-
ence Chair)

***
I think the WWTF was very conscious that they employed some-
body who would not come with a completely new thematic area 
but, while contributing a new aspect, does not create some-
thing completely new here. I find it far-sighted that they employ 
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Universities also created new tenure-track positions in the research 
areas of two Science Chairs. How such positions can be filled depends 
of course on the attractiveness of the Viennese research environment. 
At least in some cases, the Science Chairs contributed to this attrac-
tiveness. 

For example, Professor X and Professor Y both came to Vienna 
after me. I wouldn’t say it was essential that I am here but it cer-
tainly helped. The people, the famous people move where they 
find colleagues for whom they perhaps have some use. This is 
an important matter. (Science Chair) 

***
Also at the same time someone else came, not from WWTF but 
from other funds. A few new groups came and this established 
in a way also a core of […] sciences where I think that we have 
actually a very nice surrounding of the field here in Vienna at 
hand. [Science Chair]

The ‘nudging’ of research organisations, which has already proved 
highly successful in the case of Science Chairs and still awaits its test 
for VRG Leaders (the VRG programme started only in 2010), extends the 
WWTF’s influence on the Viennese research landscape far beyond its 
actual funding by enrolling research organisations. It is, however, not 
without limits. The WWTF cannot influence the future resource base of 
its grantees. For VRG Leaders, this entails the possibility of moving from 
the position of a leader of a well-funded research group to the position 
of a university-financed associate professor, who receives very little re-
sources in addition to the funding of the position itself. This is why many 
group leaders begin to apply for additional grants rather soon. Some 
WWTF grantees boosted research in their area by attracting additional 
funding through external grants. They also attracted people who joined 
their groups who brought their own funding with them.

And then the person who became my first postdoc contacted 
me spontaneously. He knew me from scientific meetings. 
He said, ‘hey, maybe you are looking for a postdoc’. Then we 
agreed that he would come, would be funded [for some time] 
from WWTF, and that we would apply for a fellowship, which he 
received. Then another postdoc came, a very good scientist who 
got her […] fellowship. And then somebody else whom I knew 
from meetings asked me ‘are you looking for postdocs’? […] It 
all worked very well indeed. (VRG)

However, success is not guaranteed. Such a prospect is particularly 
disheartening in the experimental fields. Science Chairs are in a similar 
position because the university cannot make any promises in terms of 
resources and personnel for the chair prior to the actual negotiations 
during the appointment procedure. Thus, WWTF grantees in both pro-
grammes can be confident about having a long-term perspective in 
terms of their position but face insecurity concerning their future re-
search base.

thing for me. I created a momentum and I would like to contin-
ue. But it is not possible that you can stay if you have achieved 
this and that. This is just not possible. And this is a big gap. [IT, 
Project Grant]

As a result, some of the WWTF grantees who received excellent of-
fers from abroad but wanted to stay in Vienna did not find an opportunity 
to do so. Project grants could also have an indirect effect by increasing 
an early career researchers reputation and this way facilitating later 
achievement of tenure (however, not necessarily in Vienna).

3. 'Nudging' research organisations
The VRG Leader and the Science Chair programmes depend on the 

active participation of universities, which are involved in the applica-
tion process and must make significant contribution in order to receive 
the funding for VRG Leaders respectively Science Chairs. The funding 
commitments were substantial in the case of Science Chairs and mode-
rate in the case of VRG grants. A second, more important commitment 
expected from universities was the creation of tenured positions. While 
the positions of VRG Leaders and Science Chairs are funded for a fixed 
term, their host universities have to provide a tenure-track position for 
VRG Leaders, and have to establish a chair in the field of a Science Chair 
after their term. These commitments provide the WWTF grantees with 
an opportunity to move to permanent professorships and to continue 
their research in Vienna. This means that with its temporary funding, 
the WWTF leverages not only matching temporary funding from the uni-
versity but also permanent investment in the fields in which the WWTF 
funding flows.

Since universities have to make considerable financial commitments 
to support the chairs and group leaders, and must commit to long-term 
investments in the fields of Science Chairs, they will attempt to reap the 
greatest possible benefits from the appointments. This is why they are 
concerned with the candidates’ fit with their own research profile, either 
through strengthening existing research areas (which always coincided 
with the addition of a new area of expertise) or through filling important 
gaps in their profiles (see 2.). 

The excellence of the funded professorships attracted other excellent 
researchers in the same research field. The initial WWTF funding acted 
as a trigger and created critical masses that made some areas internati-
onally recognised strengths.

At this moment, this really is the best location for me in Eu-
rope, I think. Which also had to develop, of course. […] This 
research focus […] in Vienna is even stronger today than at the 
time when I came here. Some credit for that must be given to 
the WWTF. [It] was – with some additional luck – sufficient to 
establish an internationally visible research focus in Vienna. In 
[that area] it is simply the case that there is no better place in 
Europe. (Science Chair)

Even in the case of the Science Chair who left Vienna the WWTF had 
an impact on the research landscape because two Viennese universities 
decided to continue the Chair's research area by establishing their own 
chairs in this area (with some support of the WWTF). 



ISSUE 41 | MARCH 201646

for which there is less demand, or demanding something that resear-
chers can hardly deliver. This risk is inevitable for a small RFO that needs 
to capitalise on gaps in larger RFOs funding portfolios. The same logic 
that applies to research applies to research funding: RFOs must risk so-
mething in order to achieve something. It is not easy to see how the 
WWTF could achieve the same impact with a low-risk strategy.

We have provided a micro-level analysis that identified mechanisms 
triggered by an RFO in order to produce macro-level effects on a region’s 
research. However, we were not able to identify these macro-level ef-
fects. While there is agreement in the science policy literature that local 
and regional research landscapes are important contexts for research, 
the empirical investigation of research landscapes, and particularly of 
their thematic structures, is still hampered by a lack of suitable methods 
and data. It is still not clear how quality, thematic structure, epistemic 
diversity and coherence of a regional research landscape can be mea-
sured. The approach of choice would be bibliometric methods, possibly 
combined with network analysis. However, such an analysis would re-
quire the generation of complex data sets and is thus a question of the 
cost-benefit ratio. But even when we will be able to measure an RFO's 
impact on a regional research landscape, there will be substantial im-
pacts which will defy quantitative detection as the dynamics of research 
cannot be represented in rather fixed denominations and categories of 
research output. 
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