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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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Annex I: Mapping Nordic 
Innovation

This annex outlines some quantitative measures of innovation in the Nordic countries, 
by looking at the rankings, inputs and outputs of the individual countries.

A well functioning and competitive innovation ecosystem is a prerequisite for being 
an attractive partner to other hotspots in the global economy. In the following sec-
tion the Nordic countries’ innovation performance and economic competitiveness is 
highlighted. The highlight will show that the Nordic countries’ are generally doing 
quite well in comparison to most other European nations and regions. The highlight 
will however also reveal, that the individual strengths and weaknesses of the Nordic 
countries’ innovation systems differ, which needs to be taken into consideration when 
launching common Nordic initiatives. 

The European Innovation Survey (EIS) is an instrument developed at the initiative of 
the European Commission, under the Lisbon Strategy, to provide a comparative as-
sessment of the innovation performance of EU Member States. The EIS 2007 includes 
innovation indicators and trend analyses for the EU27 Member States as well as for 
Croatia, Turkey, Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, Japan, the US, Australia, Canada and 
Israel. As such the EIS gives a good indication of the current standing of the Nordic 
countries’ innovation performance in a global comparative perspective.

Based on their innovation performance, the countries included in the EIS 2007 fall 
into the following country groups27:

The innovation leaders include Denmark, Finland, Germany, Israel, Japan, Swe-
den, Switzerland, the UK and the US. Sweden is the most innovative country, largely 
due to strong innovation inputs although it is less efficient than some other countries 
in transforming these into innovation outputs.

27	 	http://www.proinno-europe.eu/admin/uploaded_documents/European_Innovation_Scoreboard_2007.pdf,	p.	3
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The innovation followers include Austria, Belgium, Canada, France, Iceland, Ireland, 
Luxembourg and the Netherlands.

The moderate innovators include Australia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Italy, 
Norway, Slovenia and Spain.

The catching-up countries include Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithua-
nia, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania and Slovakia. Turkey currently performs below 
the other countries.

As a region or group of nations the Nordics are doing well with Denmark, Finland and 
Sweden among the innovation leaders, Iceland in group two innovation followers and 
Norway within the group moderate innovators. An important result from this analysis 
is that the innovation leaders and the innovation followers have a relatively even and 
strong performance across all five dimensions of innovation used in the EIS. This tends 
to indicate mature innovation systems, although in all cases there are areas of relative 
weakness that require attention. In contrast, the moderate innovators and catching up 
countries tend to have a less even performance across the five dimensions, indicating 
that these countries may need to correct the imbalances in their innovation systems if 
they are to progress to higher levels of performance.

The figure28 below illustrates the relative position of the European countries in view 
of innovation performance. It appears that one of the goals for common Nordic glo-
balisation initiatives should be to strengthening the relative position of the region as 
a whole, as well as for each Nordic nation individually. Moreover, common Nordic 
globalisation initiatives have to offer each Nordic nation something additional to what 
national initiatives could achieve to be interesting. Otherwise the policy rationale and 
related cost-effectiveness for common Nordic globalisation initiatives might be hard 
to justify. 

28	 	http://www.proinno-europe.eu/admin/uploaded_documents/European_Innovation_Scoreboard_2007.pdf.	P.	9
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At a more detailed level the EIS and European Innovation Trend Charts show among 
other things that none of the Nordic countries are among the European innovation 
leaders when it comes to Science and Engineering graduates (S&E graduates), and 
their relative weaknesses may be summarised as being:
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This weakness of human capital attraction is also consistent with OECD analysis, 
which show that the Nordic countries rank quite low when it comes to the share of 
foreign citizens among what the OECD calls ‘professionals and technicians’. Sweden 
ranks higher than the EU average but below the OECD. Norway, Denmark and Fin-
land rank even below the EU average, with Finland at the regional bottom. 

A common Nordic initiative which e.g. gives better access to S&E graduates might 
therefore be additional and strengthening individual and overall regional innovation 
performance for companies and institutions within the Nordic region. 

It should also be noted, that the position of the Nordic region is good but not outstan-
ding, and if one for instance looks at Europe from the outside investors perspective29 it 
appears that the UK and Ireland or German speaking Europe (Germany, Switzerland 
and Austria) are doing just as well. Moreover, both German speaking Europe and UK/
Ireland has advantages over the Nordics in terms of market size, language, geographical 
location, number of world-elite universities and historical links to some of the world’s 
leading economic hotspots. Hence, even though that the Nordic region is well positio-
ned within Europe it should not feel too complacent. 

Nordic Innovation System Variables30

The Nordic countries plotted below the 45-degree line indicate a regression in their 
performance throughout the time from 1995 and about 10 years onwards. Countries 
that lie above the line signify improvement. The regression may be due to two reasons: 
the country either actually has lost ground in absolute terms over time, or it has impro-
ved more slowly than the comparative group of other high-income countries.

The mapping of the Nordic region’s innovation system performance during the last 
decade shows the same pattern as above, namely that Sweden and Finland are the two 
strongest national innovation systems and that both have gained ground over time. 
The chart also shows that although Iceland has an overall lower ranking it has impro-
ved its performance. Denmark has neither gained nor lost ground whereas Norway has 
experienced declining performance.
29	 	Many	Multinational	Companies	divide	Europe	into	categories	like	German	speaking,	British	Isles/Ireland	etc

30	 	Source:	World	Bank,	see	http://info.worldbank.org/etools/kam2/KAM_page6.asp	-	accessed	28	March	2008
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If we look at key input and output innovation variables for each Nordic country, it 
appears that Finland has the strongest innovation system. Finland’s main relative weak-
nesses are in terms of foreign direct investment (FDI) received and FDI outflows as 
well as within researchers in R&D31.

NORWAY

FINLAND

SWEDEN

DENMARK

ICELAND

The mapping of the Nordic countries’ reveals an overall strong competitiveness for all 
countries, yet looking at more specific innovation variables it appears that the relative 
weakness of all Nordic countries is researchers in R&D and the quality of science and 
math education, the latter expect for Finland. The solutions to this deficiency can take 
various forms. The Nordic countries may try to attract more foreign scientists and stu-
dents to the region. This, however, is an activity, which the region is not very successful 
at doing according to the OECD. 

31	 	Source:	the	five	Nordic	innovation	system	variables	profiles	are	from:	http://info.worldbank.org/etools/kam2/KAM_page6.asp	,	

based	on	own	selection	of	variables	accessed	28	March	2008
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Sweden’s innovation system profile looks very similar to Finland’s and is more or less 
on par, except that Sweden’s weakest point is its quality of science and math education 
as well as researchers in R&D and FDI inflows.
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Denmark’s profile is in accordance with the general picture from above, namely that 
it has an overall relative strong performance on most variables, yet at a slightly lower 
level than Sweden and Finland. Ratio of researchers in R&D is like Finland and Swe-
den a relative weakness for Denmark as well. One marked difference is Denmark’s 
relative strength in attracting FDI as a proportion of its national economic activity.

Norway depicts an innovation profile which apart from availability of venture capital is weaker 
on all innovation input and output variables than the other Nordic countries. Like the other 
Nordic countries, Norway’s weakest performance points combined are regarding its quality of 
science and math education and ratio of researchers in R&D.
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Iceland is the Nordic country, which after Finland has experienced the biggest improve-
ments within the last decade. Iceland shows the strongest firm level technology absorp-
tion and FDI outflows and inflows of the Nordic countries. Iceland’s two weakest points 
are within quality of science and match education and ratio of researchers in R&D. 

Another possibility for Nordic companies and institutions is to establish joint collabo-
ration with knowledge centres outside the region and thereby tap into the talent mass 
of such hotspots. Collaboration can take different forms, as shown by the examples of 
the three models for internationalisation of innovation support infrastructures. 
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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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