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Introduction 

Starting from the 90's in Europe, many centers of excellence (CoE),  practically in all areas 

and disciplines, have been created. Although the concept of a center of excellence is often used, it is 

still rather ambiguous. Intuitively, each organization may be recognized as a "center of excellence," 

when it comprises and attracts excellent actors (ex. researchers, companies or others), earning a 

reputation as a significant resource for the progress of science and technology and the spread of 

innovation.  In literature, the most basic definition of centers of excellence is “ CoE  is a  team of 

people that promote collaboration and use best practices around a specific focus area to drive 

business result”.
1
 Center of excellence more broadly is defined as “ a premier organization 

providing an exceptional product or service in an assigned sphere of expertise and within a specific 

                                                 
1
 https://agileelements.wordpress.com/2008/10/29/what-is-a-center-of-excellence/  
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field of technology, business, or government, consistent with the unique requirements and 

capabilities of the COE organization. 

In literature we can find a list of some key features which are part of the CoE concept.  Each 

centre of excellence should be characterized by 
2
: a "critical mass" of high level scientists and/or 

technology developers; a well-identified structure (mostly based on existing structures) having its 

own research agenda;   an ability to integrate related disciplines or complementary skills, necessary 

to achieve strategic goals; a capability of maintaining a high rate of exchange of qualified human 

resources; a dynamic role in the surrounding innovation system (adding value to knowledge); high 

levels of international visibility and scientific and/or industrial connectivity; a reasonable stability 

of funding and operating conditions over time (the basis for investing in people and building 

partnerships) and  finally  by sources of finance,  which are not dependent over time on public 

funding. 

CoE’s activity includes mainly conducting basic and applied research, implementation of 

projects and research programs  and  conducting educational activities, service and training. 

Depending on the scope of activities, there are different types of centers of excellence: i.e. 

conducting research in a specific area, conducting a broad interdisciplinary cooperation; engaged in 

the research, based on research infrastructures,  involving academic-industrial cooperation  or  

developing the industrial implementation of R & D. 

1. Centers of Excellence –survey results analysis 

 

As far as the organizations that responded to the Centre of Excellence (CoE) survey, there have 

been three main groups that did so. Almost 45% of the respondents classified themselves as 

chambers of Crafts, and only 9% as chambers of commerce and industry. Slightly more than one 

third of respondents were Higher education institutions.  As a result, the opinions and interest in 

participation in different forms of CoEs are mainly based on the chamber of crafts and Higher 

education institutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 http://www.kpk.gov.pl/centra_doskonalosci/index.html. 



         

3 
eu.baltic.net 

 

Part-financed by  

the European Union 

 

 

Figure 1. Answers to question: What kind of institution / organization do you represent? 

 
NB: Percentage of answers (one respondent pointed two organizations) 

 

Respondents  asked what kind of CoE  they are able and interested in.  In the survey they had free 

choice between four categories of CoE:  

• “Environment”, 

• “Energy”,  

• “Personnel and organizational development”,  

• “Construction”  

• as well as “other”.  

The option “Personnel and organizational development” is  represented in 50% of all answers given 

to this question. “Energy” is second most frequent answer – 38% of all answers. “Environment” just 

like “construction” constitutes 23% of  all answers. “Other” includes „vocational training (for 

SMEs)”, „SME management and financing”, „promotion of craft and entrepreneurship”, “service 

quality management”.  
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Figure 2. Answers to question: What kind of  Centre of excellence could you participate in? 

 

 
Percentage of answers 

 

Almost 60% of all respondents are  interested in the participation in “Personnel and Organizational 

Development”.  As for “Energy” – 45% of them choose it, and 27% of organizations can participate 

in “Construction”, as well as “Environment” CoE. 

Figure 3. Answers to question: What kind of  Centre of excellence could you participate in? 

 
Percentage of respondents, 

Please mind respondents could choose more than one answers, therefore answers do not sum up to 100%. 
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We also asked what type of innovation support could respondents institutions/organizations be 

involved in (Figure 4).  Almost seventy percent of respondents (68%), indicate that  they can be 

involved in support to further vocational training for SMEs whereas 64% of organizations can be 

involved in support to networking and cooperation between actors. Almost 60% of the surveyed can 

be involved in support to raising awareness and information on support possibilities and in support 

to cooperation between SMEs and universities. Around 45% can  do so in terms of supporting 

identification of innovation potential. It is interesting to see that 27% can be involved in support to 

cluster development and innovation management issues including IP management and design.  

Respondents display relatively high interest (36%) in their organizations supporting the creation of 

specific skills. 

Figure 4. Answers to question: In the Centre of excellence, what type of innovation support 

could be your institution / organization involved in?  

 
Percentage of respondents 

 

Similarly, the most frequent option  chosen by respondents is interest in “support for vocational 

training  for SMEs” (15%), “Support for cooperation and networking between actors” (14%). 

Thirteen percent of all answers refers to “support for cooperation between SMEs and Universities” 

and also “support to raising awareness and information on support possibilities” (Table 1). 



         

6 
eu.baltic.net 

 

Part-financed by  

the European Union 

 

 

Table 1. Answers to question: In the Centre of excellence, what type of innovation support 

could be your institution / organization involved in?  

Involve the institution in type of innovation support 

Percentage of 

answers 

further vocational training for SMEs 15% 

networking and cooperation between actors 14% 

cooperation between SMEs and Universities 13% 

awareness raising and information on support possibilities 13% 

identify innovation potential (information on market needs, 

market conditions, new regulations, new technology, etc.) 10% 

the creation of specific skills 8% 

innovative start-ups (incubation, access to finance) 7% 

cluster development 6% 

innovation management, including IP management, design 

management and organizational innovation 6% 

technology / knowledge transfer 5% 

financing innovation projects (including R&D) 3% 
Percentage of answers 

 

Respondents were asked what benefits they expect from CoE participation.  It is interesting to see 

that 77% of them expect participation in joints projects (e.g. R&D, other EU). Also, little more that 

70% expect the development of innovation support for SMEs. Almost 60%  look forward to nebefit 

by development of further vocational training for SMEs.  Approximately 40% of surveyed 

institutions expect benefits such as cooperation in technology and knowledge transfer whereas 36% 

of them would expect benefits in terms of cooperation with research experts. Only 23% would 

envisage the benefit of development of dual bachelor courses (Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Answers to question: What benefits do you expect in connection with participation 

in a center of excellence? 

 
Percentage of respondents 
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Table 2. Answers to question: What benefits do you expect in connection with participation in 

a center of excellence? 

 

Benefits expected by institution 

Percentage of 

answers 

part in joint projects (R & D projects, EU) 27% 

development innovation support for SMEs 25% 

development further vocational trainings for SMEs 20% 

cooperation in technology and knowledge transfer 14% 

the co-operation with experts in research 13% 

exchange of staff 9% 

development dual bachelor studies 8% 

exchange performance in the latest technology 6% 

other 3% 

construction of infrastructures 2% 
Percentage of answers 

 

Similarly,  the most frequent option,  chosen as a benefit out of CoE is participation in joint projects 

(27% of answers), development of innovation support for SMEs (25%), development of further 

educational training (20%). Some respondents mention  exchange of contacts as well as 

international networking opportunities for cooperation in other markets (Table 2). 

Respondents prompted about actions that should be taken by members of CoE for their 

development acknowledge that “development of the base of cooperators” and also  “development of 

cooperation with SMEs”  is required ( by more  than 70% of organizations). 45% of organizations 

believe that CoE members should “develop innovation support for SMEs” as part of CoE activity. 

Little more than 40% of organizations believe that CoE members should “develop cooperation with 

research institutions” and “promote CoE on the European/World market” (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Answers to question: What actions should be taken by the members for the 

development of centers of excellence? 

 
Percentage of respondents 
Likewise, 36% of answers given to this question, stand for “developing a base of cooperators” and 

“development of cooperation with SMEs” (Figure 7). 

Figure 7. Answers to question: What actions should be taken by the members for the 

development of centers of excellence? 

 
Percentage of answers 

 

One respondent indicates, that members should make attempts  at acquiring funds for CoE 

operation and promotion of CoEs. 
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For the surveyed institutions and organizations, “further vocational training” as a measure for 

promotion of innovations in SMEs is especially important – almost 70% of respondents 

acknowledge this. Almost 60% find “cooperation between SMEs and Universities” as important, 

and between 50-55% of them regard “technology and knowledge transfer”, “training and provision 

of management and professionals”, “information and exchange of experiences” together with “R&D 

for SMEs”  as especially important. 

Figure 8. Answers to question: What measures to promote innovations in SMEs, that should 

be realized by Centers of Excellence, are especially important? 

 
Percentage of respondents 

Figure 9. Answers to question: What measures to promote innovations in SMEs, that should 

be realized by Centers of Excellence, are especially important? 
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Percentage of answers 

 

Similarly, (Figure 9) the most frequent answer signifies the importance of “further vocational 

training” (18% of all answers), “cooperation between SMEs and universities” (25% of all answers), 

“technology and knowledge transfer”  (14% of all answers) and “training and provision of 

management and professionals” for CoEs’  tasks and activities. One organization recognizes the 

importance of starting contacts between actors from different systems – there should be a 

body/person responsible for networking and cooperation for finding business partners and investors 

for universities. There also should be larger emphasis on making bodies responsible for sustainable 

relationships between business and universities more visible and recognizable.  
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2. Centers of Excellence - identification and characteristic 

Base on research results, four Centers of excellence were identified: 

- Construction – 6 organizations; 

- Energy – 10 organizations; 

- Environment – 6 organizations, 

- Personnel and organizational development – 13 organizations. 

Every center is shortly described below. 

2.1. Center of Excellence „Construction” 

Figure 10. Map of the Center of Excellence „Construction” 

 
Source: own base on http://maps.google.pl/maps?hl=pl&tab=wl 

 

2.1.1. Form of cooperation, leader/partner responsible 

Centre of excellence “Construction” is going to be a bridge between universities, chambers and  

SME’s companies in construction sector. The CoE will be a network of consultants (members of 

CoE) who will work with companies to transfer skills and knowledge into projects and 
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organizations to achieve the desired results. The aim of this CoE is to bring the latest best practices, 

knowledge, innovations, latest solutions into SME's companies in constructions section to achieve 

business excellence and enhance innovation and productivity. The main cooperation platform will 

be common projects. The CoE wants to grow in the first step by developing a base of cooperators in 

order to achieve the “critical mass” necessary for each center of excellence. 

2.1.2.  Services offered 

• Training, consulting in new materials, methods as well as future innovations (specially in green 

construction). 

• A cooperation of companies with universities at events such educational conferences, 

apprenticeships or creation of industry specific skill standards. 

• Common (universities & companies)  projects on  a variety of construction industry topics. 

2.1.3.  Expected benefits for SMEs 

•participation in vocational trainings related to construction industry,  

•access to information on the latest methods, materials, 

•support (advising, consulting)  in identification and implementation  of innovations, 

•participation in joined projects ( with universities), 

•support to  creation and development of  SMEs' networking. 
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2.2. Centre of Excellence „Energy” 

 

Figure 11. Map of the Centre of Excellence „Energy” 

 

 

Source: own base on http://maps.google.pl/maps?hl=pl&tab=wl 

2.2.1. Form of cooperation, leader/partner responsible 

Centre of Excellence "Energy"  brings together universities, chambers and local government 

organizations. The CoE activity will focuses on two areas of cooperation. First, the integrated 

research activities, conducted by various units of the faculties (members of CoE), implemented in 

the form of joint projects, conferences, seminars and publications. The second type of cooperation 

will concentrate on creation conditions for establishing permanent cooperation for the transfer of 

know-how from universities to businesses. This cooperation will include  transfer of innovations 
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and all  activities e.g. organizational, technological  that lead to more effective production, transfer, 

distribution and use of energy under the assumption that the requirements of environmental 

protection. This CoE wants to grow in the first step by developing a base of cooperators and focus 

in the first period  their activities mainly on the development of cooperation with SME's 

2.2.2. Services offered 

• Courses, workshops and other forms of training (for companies) associated with the  renewable 

energy sources, low energy consumption technologies. 

 • Studies and research projects in energy-efficient production processes and energy-efficient 

technologies. 

 • Meetings with leading experts in the field of energy  

• Scientific conferences and seminars. 

2.2.3.  Expected benefits for SMEs 

• technology and knowledge transfer  from CoE  to  SMEs, 

• participation in vocational training, organized by CoE, 

• research, done by CoE for SMEs, , 

• innovation support (identification, implementation, development) for SMEs, 
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2.3. Centre of Excellence „Environment” 

 

Figure 12. Map of the Centre of Excellence „Environment” 

 
Source: own base on http://maps.google.pl/maps?hl=pl&tab=wl 

 

2.3.1. Form of cooperation, leader/partner responsible 

At this  stage it is difficult to nominate a responsible partner. But it can be a university with the 

experience and expertise in research in environmental issues. The focus is on the collaboration 

between SMEs and Universities and on providing training for management and professionals as 

well as individual consultations. Research and development for SMEs is  recognized as the required 

task.  
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2.3.2. Services offered 

• Support to identify innovation potential (information on market needs, market conditions, 

new regulations, new technology, etc.). 

• Support to cooperation between SMEs and Universities. 

• Support to awareness raising and information on support possibilities. 

• Support to networking and cooperation between actors. 

 

2.3.3. Expected benefits for SMEs 

• development innovation support for SMEs, 

• taking part in joint projects (R&D projects, EU), 

• cooperation in technology and knowledge transfer, 

• the co-operation with experts in research, 

• exchange performance in the latest technology. 

 

There is a need to reach critical mass of research infrastructure and good information, knowledge, 

experiences exchange. Six respondents expressed their interest in participation in environment CoE. 

There are three universities and three chambers of crafts. Four of them are  also  interested in the 

energy CoE. There is a good variety of countries and organizations involved. There is one 

university partner from Finland, Latvia and Belorussia, one Chamber from Germany, Chambers 

from Poland. 
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2.4. Centre of Excellence „Personnel and Organizational Development” 

 

Figure 13. Map of the Centre of Excellence „Personnel and Organizational Development” 

 
Source: own base on http://maps.google.pl/maps?hl=pl&tab=wl 

 

2.4.1. Form of cooperation, leader/partner responsible 

There are many actors interested in membership in the CoE for Organizational and Personnel 

Development. What should be important is that  such CoE does not cover a specific industry or 

sector, but may operate independently of industries or work with other proposed CoE to  focus its 

activities in certain areas. This is a unique CoE – as it involves broad interdisciplinary collaboration, 

operates on the intersection of different industries. The proposed responsible partner should be 

either a university (as it may draw from its vast resources) or regional government office with 

contacts to many research institutions and universities, with experience in many projects focused on 
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innovation, leadership, personnel development. Such CoE should develop a base of cooperators, 

and as a further step should strengthen cooperation between SMEs and research institutions. The 

latter can allow for developing  innovation support for SMEs. These are the expected tasks of the 

CoE participants.  Reaching a critical mass of scientists, knowledge and well established structure 

of participants  should be an important direction for the CoE. 

2.4.2. Services offered 

• Support to further vocational training for SMEs. 

• Seems an important service that should be provided. 

• Support to awareness raising and information on support possibilities. 

• Support to networking and cooperation between actors. 

• Support to cooperation between SMEs and Universities. 

2.4.3. Expected benefits for SMEs 

• cooperation in technology and knowledge transfer, 

• development innovation support for SMEs, 

• development further vocational trainings for SMEs, 

• working in joint projects (R&D projects, EU). 

 

Many different organizations want to create and participate in this CoE.  Not only in terms of 

country but also type of organizations: Belorussia, Lithuania, Poland,  Sweden, Germany, Russia. 

Also, they include universities and technical universities, regional government office and many 

chambers (especially Chambers of Crafts). This is fully justified. 

3. Future activities 

 

One of important thing is to promote innovations within SMEs. To achieve this the following 

measures could be used: 

• Preparation and provision of vocational training; - prepared? during QUICK project; (What 

can be considered is a formation of another CoE on VOCATIONAL TRAINING  led by 

university with such experience.) 

• Increasing the intensity of cooperation between SMEs and universities (but experience in that 

field isn’t good…). It is mentioned in the survey that CoE should make attempts at building 
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university – industry linkages on the system level. It is important to nominate a unit at 

universities that are responsible solely for finding and building relations with business 

partners. Also, such permanent units/organizations should be clearly promoted and 

highlighted in the university activity 

• Transfer knowledge and technology;  

• Training and provision of management and professionals; - good example: exchange scientists 

and entrepreneurs for few months (scientists try to know and solve problems in the firm, 

entrepreneurs give the lecture to the students); 

• Research and development for SMEs.  

 

It seems that for the future development of CoEs it is particularly important, in the near future,  to: 

• outline an optimal number of participants  (to achieve „ critical mass“) and  a optimal 

structure of each CoE, 

• nominate a leader/organization responsible for CoE development;  

• estimate  the costs of CoE's activity and  describe sources of funding; 

• outline a organizational structure and set rules of collaboration (i.e finding answer on  

fundamental questions: should CoE be a separate legal entity or not?; should CoE 

have a formal organizational structure or should its structure change organically?, 

how should it be linked (legally, financially) to its founding organizations?); 

• set the goals for each CoE  among its  participants; 

• set the objectives for CoE activity for the next 5 following years; 

• set clear measures for evaluation of activity of CoEs ( e.g. number of project 

applications, number of projects, number of industry reports, number of publications, 

number of spin offs,  number of consulting hours, number of trainings, number of 

collaborating SMEs); 

 

  


