
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Flanders Technology International vzw (FTI) is a key actor in the Flemish field of promoting 
Science, Technology and Technological Innovation (S.T.T.I). The most distinct and popular 
element of FTI is its Science Centre Technopolis in Mechelen. This evaluation report assesses 
the achievements of FTI in the period of the Management Agreement 2003-2007.  
 
The evaluation has established and confirmed that FTI is well run and the Science Centre 
offers high quality entertainment and education to its visitors: 
• The Science Centre is well known internationally and has served as an example for many 

of its foreign counterparts 
• The Science Centre has shown to be professionally operated, with ample renewals in its 

exhibits and only a very small share of non-functioning exhibits 
• The agreed performance indicators in the Management Agreement are fulfilled and have 

exceeded expectations. 
 
Within the Flemish landscape FTI and particularly the Science Centre Technopolis is an 
important (physical) platform and focal point for science communication activities for the 
wider community of actors. Many appreciate the fact that such a centre - with its technical 
facilities and science-oriented ambiance - is available for events and meetings. It provides 
visibility and awareness to the task of science communication in the wider society.    
 
Partners of FTI appreciate the professional, creative and flexible attitude of FTI’s staff.  A 
particular strength is the Centre’s creativity to invent and develop new exhibits and outreach 
activities and its flexibility in adapting to and experimenting with different target groups.  
During their co-operation in events such as the Science Week and Science Festival good 
support is provided to other stakeholders and logistical and technical assistance is punctual. 
This is a highly appreciated role in the Flemish science communication community.  
 
One of FTI’s objectives is to make available the own expertise to other actors in Flanders and 
set up co-operations with these actors. We have established as abovementioned that in 
specific events this cooperation works well and is appreciated.  However, what lacks is a 
more structural and pro-active type of collaboration with other actors. This is partly due 
to the dynamic times for the Flemish science communication community and its stakeholders.  
The Government’s Action Plans have established more structural partnerships over the last 
few years, the universities are only recently setting up ‘expertise cells’ so the community is 
emerging and gradually maturing. FTI is the one of the oldest and biggest players in this 
community and thus one of the most experienced actors.  A degree of apprehension was 
present among the partners that FTI would be too dominant in this emerging field.  
 
FTI should take account of the current situation and, at this point in time, be a pro-active 
provider of knowledge and expertise, but not aim at coordinating the Flemish field of 
stakeholders in S.T.I.I..  In the coming period, alongside interaction on the ‘working level’ 
FTI should engage in cooperation with the other stakeholders on a more strategic level, 
discussing how the various stakeholders complement each other, what division of labour is 
sensible and feasible, given the missions, competences and capacities available in the 
community of S.T.I.I. actors. The government could encourage and facilitate this process.  
The S.T.I.I. community is insufficiently aware of each other’s competences and activities. FTI 
could provide their expertise and communication skills to make this more transparent, 
internally within the network but also externally to the potential users. 



 
FTI has set up various valuable interactions with the education community, by assisting 
individual teachers, through the Top-Day event, by developing educational packages and by 
establishing collaboration with publishers of education material. Nevertheless it is difficult for 
FTI to have a structural role in the development of curricula and the integration of practical 
science and technology entertainment activities into the day-to-day learning practice. This is 
not something that FTI can easily influence and has much to do with the division of policy 
responsibility between on the one hand S.T.I.I. policy and on the other hand Education Policy.  
The Flemish Community would however benefit from the closer integration of science and 
technology policy and education policy and embedding the S.T.T.I. community including FTI 
in the development of good science and technology education that inspires youngsters to 
study these disciplines. Teachers could integrate the visits to Technopolis better in their 
training cycle of a particular age group, while Technopolis could prepare exhibits, educational 
packages and outreach activities that fit with the curricula. The proposal by the International 
Expert Panel to be more engaged with Teacher Training Centres is a valid suggestion that will 
increase the engagement of particularly primary school teachers. The next Management 
Agreement should allocate resources and efforts to these activities.  
 
FTI aims to reach all age groups from 4 to 100 which is logical given that one of the strategic 
objectives of FTI in the Management Agreement is very broad: “promote S.T.I.I. to all layers 
of the population in particular school youth”.  The philosophy of F.T.I. that school youth will 
also be reached by involving parents and grandparents also seems valuable.  FTI has 
identified that the age group of 14-20 years is difficult to reach and engage and proposes 
some dedicated activities in the next Management Agreement period.  
The ‘Science is Fun’ concept does not fit that age group well. This is a general problem for 
Science Centres.  The International expert panel states that at the age of 14/16 pupils make 
crucial choices, especially within the context of schools, regarding technical professions or 
S&T studies.  However, they also state that the prime responsibility for the support of the 
pupils in these choices lies with secondary education, with the cooperation of tertiary 
education and future employers in industry, business and the not-for-profit sector (e.g. 
hospitals, municipalities, research institutes).  Thus one of the main contributions of FTI 
would be to develop more exhibits and pay more attention to the career perspectives of those 
who choose for S&T careers in order to support actions directed at these pupils by the actors 
mentioned earlier. This also implies closer relationships and collaborations with 
representatives from industry  (associations, individual firms) and professional organizations 
(associations of S&T professions).  
 
The scope of FTI in terms of their scientific focus is also a point of discussion. The Science 
Centre has a majority of exhibits in the domain of physics and engineering as these areas 
apply themselves very well to displaying in a manner which can be repeated many times 
during the day.  In the view of the Flemish S.T.T.I. community and the International Expert 
Panel FTI should broaden the focus of its activities: “Focus should be on interdisciplinarity 
(life sciences, physical sciences, earth sciences, math, engineering, technology) and soft skills 
(communications, team work, problem-solving).” The International Expert Panel also 
observes that the lack of influx in technical professions or S&T studies is largely a gender 
issue. The Technology Clubs that FTI supports for girls are too small scale to have a real 
impact. By expanding the scope of FTI activities towards career perspectives and widening 
the scientific focus the overall activities should become more ‘gender proof’.  
 



FTI has done considerable effort to measure satisfaction particularly of the visitors of the 
Science Centre. It has built up valuable experience how to run a Science Centre which visitors 
are pleased to visit and return to. However the immediate measuring of satisfaction after a 
visit is not sufficient to understand real impact.  This starts with critical reflection on the 
basic philosophy and concepts that underpin FTI’s business plans (I hear and I forget, I see 
and I remember, I do and I understand and I explore and I get engaged).   While FTI has done 
its utmost to ensure that the exhibits and activities are scientifically sound and fun to do, little 
reflection has been given to the pedagogical and psychological processes of children and 
youngsters and how they really learn. This is related to the issue of better embeddedness in 
the education field:  what happens with the experience after the children and youngsters return 
to their schools and homes?  
 
FTI does not have any educationally/ pedagogical trained staff.  The Scientific Advisory 
Board also lacks expertise in these fields and should be broadened in terms of scope of 
expertise.  However, we share the view of the Expert Panel that the impact on career choice 
particularly of the 14-18 year olds is not something for which FTI can carry the main 
responsibility, as the educational institutions are the main responsible actors. FTI can at best 
provide a contribution to the education sector to achieve this.  
 
At the time when it was decided that Flanders should have a science centre, a double 
organisational structure was chosen:  the governance structure of FTI/ Technopolis has been 
divided in a ‘VZW’ and a ‘NV’.  This causes a lack of transparency, particularly on how the 
resources are allocated and flowing between these two organizations. This transparency 
would not have been such an issue if a clear and detailed communication of the financial 
streams was communicated to all those concerned:  both Boards of Directors and the 
Government of Flanders. 
 
In order for FTI to develop new types of activities some level of flexibility in their annual 
planning and budgeting should be provided.  A suggestion is made to reduce the number of 
performance indicators and focus more on outputs and impacts.  
 
The following are the key recommendations of this report:  
 
1 It is recommended that FTI develops an explicit intervention logic or logical Framework 

as part of its strategic planning process and develops its operations and reporting 
accordingly. 

2 The present legal and organisational structure of two parallel organisations should remain 
in place but more should be done to increase the transparency of the complete FTI/ 
Technopolis NV organisation. We therefore recommend stronger personal links between 
the two boards, by appointing at least two persons –in addition to the director or any other 
member of staff of FTI- to serve on both of the Boards. Should the government want to 
explore other legal structures, it should carefully consider the financial, managerial and 
legal consequences and the effects on the daily functioning of FTI/Technopolis.  

3 We recommend that the Boards of FTI and Technopolis jointly set up a task force (e.g. 
audit committee, chaired by one of the directors and consisting of one member from each 
Board, the financial manager of FTI, one or two independent financial experts) to develop 
a single transparent financial report that will serve the needs of both Boards and the 
government.  

4 With respect to the relation of FTI and the Flemish Government we recommend to bring 
interaction and reporting from operational level to a more strategic level. 



5 We recommend to give the Scientific Committee a wider mandate to include more 
strategic roles and a broader composition to include necessary fields of expertise to 
develop FTI’s impact on the career choice of youngsters and to develop ideas for further 
collaboration with other stakeholders. 

6 Better qualitative and quantitative analysis of the impacts of S.T.T.I activities should be 
developed by Government studies for all S.T.T.I activities and by FTI for the Technopolis 
and outreach activities, which go beyond the measuring of immediate satisfaction. 

7 FTI should carefully reconsider the character and contents of the present set of exhibits 
and outreach activities and include new topics and subjects in line with the 
recommendations of the Expert Panel. 

8 FTI should in the period of the next management agreement devote time and attention to 
the creation of collaborations with the S.T.T.I. stakeholder community, particularly in 
Flanders.  The annual planning and budgeting should allow for the flexibility to establish 
such collaborations after a – one year - period of trust building and development of joint 
plans. 

 
 


