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In this review, the Nordic countries look at the next steps 
required for meeting the challenges of staying competitive 
in a global knowledge and innovation driven economy.

Competition in a global knowledge economy means 
among other things that knowledge increasingly becomes 
a commodity, which can be sourced from anywhere 
around the world. The Nordic countries have been among 
the first to internationalise their national innovation 
systems. They have done so by setting up international 
innovation centres and technology offices in global inno-
vation hot spots such as Silicon Valley, Shanghai, Beijing, 
St. Petersburg, Münich and Tokyo. The report suggests 
that the Nordic countries pool some of their resources 
and test out the potential gains from co-operation be-
tween their existing national export promotion and tech-
nology and innovation offices in Asia. Moreover, the re-
port suggests that the next generation of innovation poli-
cies will be on the theme of open innovation and how to 
manage global sourcing of knowledge. The report is in-
teresting reading to any individual interested in the new 
movements in innovation policies and globalisation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Generally the Nordic countries have benefited from the last 5-10 years of globalisation 
and experienced strong economic growth and almost historically low levels of unem-
ployment. The success has, however, not removed the questions on how the Nordic co-
untries should modernize their institutions, policies and innovation systems in view of 
the ongoing challenges from globalisation. At their June 2007 meeting in Punkaharju, 
Finland, the Nordic Prime Ministers agreed to launch common Nordic globalisation 
initiatives to further prepare the region for the opportunities and challenges of globa-
lisation. The initiative of common Nordic innovation representations in Asia is one of 
the outcomes from the meeting in Punkaharju and an effort to complement similar 
initiatives that the Nordic countries have pursued on a national level for some time. 

In order to make sense of globalisation and the initiative of Nordic innovation repre-
sentations in Asia it might be useful to dwell on what is actually meant by globalisation 
from an economic and innovative point of view. Trade liberalisation is one important 
component of globalisation. The demise of state monopolies in countries like Brazil, 
Russia, India and China (BRIC countries) and the consequently new companies en-
trance into the global market economy through the World Trade Organisation and in 
other ways have increased the number companies and suppliers in virtually all indus-
tries. On top of the BRIC countries several other nations like Singapore, South Korea, 
South Africa, Mexico, Thailand, Taiwan and all the Eastern European countries have 
entered the global economic scene and added to the global competition. This vast in-
crease in possible suppliers at every level of the value chain in different industries has 
also opened up the possibility for greater specialization and division of labour for all 
those involved in economic development. The first wave of globalisation was about the 
richer OECD countries outsourcing their manufacturing activities to especially China 
and later on lower-end services to India. However, the BRICs and other emerging 
economies have aggressively been investing in R&D, education and innovation and 
thereby moving up the value chain of production on their own. 

In line with this a development has taken place where the biggest added-value of a 
new product, service or concept comes from the knowledge components put into the 
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production process. Hence, the notion a global knowledge based economy. In this 
economy knowledge is the most valuable resource. Moreover, with this global race for 
a privileged position in the global value chain of production investments in knowledge 
has increased tremendously and former manufacturing places like China and India 
have today developed their own elite universities, innovation centres and R&D centres 
which are on par with the best in the USA and Western Europe. Russia also has centres 
of world-class knowledge centres producing some of the world’s best mathematicians 
and hard scientists. 

In other words, globalisation in this context is about: How can the Nordic countries 
as a region increase their stake in the global knowledge economy? First and foremost 
to benefit from globalisation is about understanding how to slice-up-the global va-
lue chain of production and tap into those knowledge and production centres where 
it makes most economic sense in view of global competition. Companies react by 
transferring knowledge production to new locations where it can be profitable applied 
and developed. In some cases it serves the growing of new markets more efficiently. 
In others, it is combined with the local pool of people with high formal training in 
engineering and sciences available at competitive wage levels to pursue innovation and 
R&D activities for other markets (World Bank, 2008). In some cases this increases 
companies’ innovative capacity, when open networks of innovation substitute former 
in-house R&D activities. 

The Nordic countries and economies are relatively small compared to many of the 
nations they compete with for global markets, overseas students and a position in 
the global knowledge economy. In a global perspective it might be increasingly dif-
ficult for each of the Nordic countries to individually uphold and finance the business 
framework support institutions necessary to sustain a competitive edge in a global 
knowledge economy.2

In continuation of the goals of Nordic cooperation within business and competition 
policies, the Nordic Prime Ministers’ agreed at their meeting 19 June 2007 in Punka-
harju, Finland, that the Nordic governments will review the possibilities for establish-
ing common Nordic innovation centres in Asia’s fast growing economies. The review 
report will be presented to the Ministers of Economy, Energy and Regional affairs at 
their meeting in September 2008.

2	 Source:	Nordisk	Ministerråd:	Nordisk	næringspolitisk	samarbejdsprogram	2006-2010	side	17
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It was further decided that the review would have to explore the rationale for establish-
ing common Nordic innovation centres in Asia. The exploration should take into con-
sideration already existing national Nordic initiatives with innovation representations 
around the world. In order to reach the conclusions and recommendations for the 
review the terms of reference for the project has been to examine and answer:

Which Nordic activities do already exist or are planned? •	 -of existing Nordic 
innovation centre like activities in Asia the map shown below is instructive. It 
should be noted that Finland’s FinNodes and Denmark’s Innovation Centre 
Denmark share many of the same characteristics in terms of services and focus on 
innovation,  Sweden’s ITPS offices mainly focus on science and research policies 
and the organisation Innovation Norway is essentially an amalgamation of trade 
promotion, tourism, investment promotion and innovation. Iceland has no 
physical innovation representations as such.

Which services should a common Nordic innovation centre provide? •	  The review 
shows that all the Nordic countries are faced with a shortage of supply of 
scientists, engineers and mathematician, and the demographics are going to 
make this even more pronounced in the future. Moreover, the Nordic countries 
are below the EU average in attracting overseas students. In view of this, it was 
decided that Global Nordic innovation projects should focus on strengthening 
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Nordic co-operation within the existing export promotion and innovation 
infrastructures in Asia, and in identifying and assisting Nordic companies and 
institutions with their sourcing of knowledge.  

Which format for co-operation would be the most relevant and prudent?   •	
The suggested model for cooperation is a financing mechanism to fund co-
operation between Nordic national representations in order to set up joint Nordic 
projects and a number of open-innovation case initiatives.  All existing Nordic 
representations may apply for funding. Projects will have to demonstrate a 
Nordic value and longer-term perspective for co-operation and be potential self-
sustainable activities.

Which organisational structure for the co-operation would be preferred?  •	
The working group recommends an organisational attachment to existing Nordic 
representations in Asia. This means that projects will be inserted into the existing 
infrastructure of Nordic representations in Asia and projects will as minimum 
have to have 3 different countries’ support in order to full-fill the requirements 
for added-value at a Nordic level.

Which governance structure would have general backing?  •	 The management and 
evaluation of initiatives under the project model will rest with one of the Nordic 
institutions and in co-operation with the Nordic actors responsible for Nordic 
innovation and export promotion representations in Asia.

Which Nordic added value can be expected from implementing the project?  •	
The added value of the project based model lies in that it supports existing Nordic 
representations all over Asia and the model allows them to experiment with 
building new common Nordic activities and services, a facility not available today. 

What kind of financing model would be preferred?                                                •	
The project model will primarily be financed by the Nordic Council of Ministers 
with a 50% co-financing from the Nordic representations and external partners in 
each project applied for.
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Nordic co-operation  

Nordic cooperation is one of the world’s most extensive forms of regional collaboration, involv-
ing Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and three autonomous areas: the Faroe Islands, 
Greenland, and Åland.  

Nordic cooperation has firm traditions in politics, the economy, and culture. It plays an important 
role in European and international collaboration, and aims at creating a strong Nordic community 
in a strong Europe.  

Nordic cooperation seeks to safeguard Nordic and regional interests and principles in the global 
community.  Common Nordic values help the region solidify its position as one of the world’s 
most innovative and competitive. 
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