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Summary 

Context and approach 

IBBT (Interdisciplinary Institute for Broadband Technology) is one of the four so-called Strategic Research 

Centres (SOCs) of the Flemish government. Its focus is on ICT and broadband. The three other SOCs are 

IMEC (focused on nano-electronics and nano-technology), VIB (focused on biotechnology) and VITO 

(focused on energy, environment and materials). They all perform strategic basic research with a view to 

economic or societal potential that can be realised within the foreseeable future. In addition, IBBT’s strategic 

research is demand-driven. All SOCs benefit from a structural government grant and operate within the 

context of a management agreement with the government that is reviewed periodically – typically every five 

years. 

 

The management agreement as established on January 30th 2007 between the Flemish Government and 

the Interdisciplinary Institute for Broadband Technology (IBBT) for the period 2007-2011 stipulates that 

IBBT’s performance relative to the terms of the management agreement shall be evaluated by mid-2011. 

The Department of Economy, Science and Innovation (EWI) of the Flemish Government has awarded this 

evaluation assignment to Arthur D. Little. The evaluation assignment was called “Specific tasks in the 

framework of the evaluation of the Interdisciplinary Institute for Broadband Technology (IBBT)” (terms of 

Reference EWI-2011-12BIS) and awarded through a public procedure. The present document reports the 

results of the assignment.  

 

The assignment purported to answer two core questions. First, to what extent did IBBT comply with the 

objectives and tasks outlined in the management agreement? Second, what is the preferred outline of the 

new management agreement so as to allow IBBT to best realize its objectives and function within the 

Flemish Government’s general policy framework? 

 

The evaluation took place between February 25
th
 and June 30

th
 2011. It was based on an analysis of internal 

and external documents as well as a consultation of several internal and external players and stakeholders. 

It consisted of four distinct sections: 

a) Desk research; 

b) Direct interviews with representatives of diverse stakeholders, including the Flemish Government, 

representatives from European programmes, management and employees of IBBT, (potential) 

customers, partners, research institutes, etc.; 

c) A (qualitative) international benchmarking exercise aimed at identifying “good practices” at four 

comparable institutes in a number of relevant management areas, based on an analysis of 

documented sources and interviews with representatives of these institutes; 

d) A three-day “peer review” with an international panel of experts, including an on-site visit and 

targeted discussions. 

 

The evaluation was supervised by a Steering Committee consisting of representatives from the Department 

of Economy, Science and Innovation (EWI) and an observer from the cabinet of the Minister of Innovation. 

 

Assessment of the compliance with the management agreement 

Globally speaking, IBBT has lived up to the expectations raised in the management agreement with the 

Flemish Government: 

- IBBT in its initiatives and actions has abided by the spirit of the management agreement. 

- IBBT complies with the majority of the obligations or objectives (or satisfactorily explains any non-

compliance) set forth in the management agreement. 

- Most of the items where IBBT does not comply are of a procedural nature and of minor importance. 

Only two items are substance-related. 

- The first substance-related item concerns the requirement to realize three “excellent multi-

disciplinary cooperation” agreements with other knowledge institutes. Only two that could possibly 
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qualify (IMEC and VITO) have been set up to date. IBBT recognizes its shortcoming and has 

initiated major initiatives in this domain. 

- The second substance-related item concerns the fact that not all of IBBT’s GWO research 

(Organized Scientific Research) complies with the definition of strategic basic research as defined in 

the management agreement. IBBT, rightly so, points to the fact that most demand-driven research 

in Information & Communications Technology (ICT) cannot be done meaningfully if it excludes a 

proof-of-concept set-up and/or user testing. As a consequence, it appears that the new 

management agreement should remove this incompatibility. 

 

In view of the above considerations, we recommend to give the “green light” to IBBT concerning its 

compliance with the management agreement.  

 

More generally, IBBT also aligns with the policy priorities as set by the Flemish government; the “Innovation 

Centre Flanders” breakthrough of the Vlaanderen in Actie (ViA) project, the cluster and spearhead priorities 

indicated by the Flemish Council for Science and Innovation, and the strategic goals included in the 2010-

2011 policy letter by the Minister for Innovation. 

 

International benchmarking  

The benchmarking confirms that IBBT, like many other institutes in the ICT domain, contributes to 

addressing a number of major, universal, societal challenges, such as those related to health, mobility, 

energy and security. Against this backdrop, it appears that: 

- The IBBT model is truly unique and potentially powerful as a result of its interdisciplinary, 

cooperative and demand-driven nature, and thanks to the combination of applied and basic 

research in a number of focus domains. 

- IBBT deploys leading practices with regard to incubation & venturing and experimental research 

(iLab), even though there is scope for improving the outcomes of these activities. 

- IBBT could adopt a number of good practices with regard to internationalisation in terms of 

participation in European Union (EU) programmes, international contract research, international 

research partnerships and branding. 

- When an institute has collaborated with IBBT on an individual project, the experience has been 

positive. At the overall institutional level, however, IBBT’s notoriety is still limited. 

- All institutes struggle with issues of governance and stakeholder representation and influence. 

While there is clear scope for improvement, they look at the Flemish government’s use of a 

management agreement in general and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) in particular as a 

leading practice. 

 

In view of the above considerations and despite the difficulty of making hard comparisons, we conclude that 

IBBT in general is applying good management practice. 

 

Analysis of IBBT’s scientific and societal impact  

On the basis of the customer satisfaction survey mandated by IBBT, the analysis of documented sources, 

our direct stakeholder interviews and the assessment by the international panel of experts, the following 

observations are made:  

- In general, customers rate IBBT slightly above average in terms of satisfaction with the services 

offered, the importance of these services to them, and the added value of IBBT. 

- In a number of areas, notably the Future Internet (Framework Programme FP7) and Living Labs 

(ICT Policy Support Programme), IBBT is already significantly involved in European programmes. 

There are probably opportunities to selectively expand its involvement in other EU initiatives in the 

field of ICT (e.g. Future Internet Public Private Partnership, Joint Research Programmes, Future 

and Emerging Technologies Flagships, European Institute of Technology ICT Labs, European 

Technology Platforms). 
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- Given the largely virtual and hybrid nature of IBBT as an institute, it is often hard to attribute the 

impact of a research group either to its belonging to IBBT or to its intrinsic capabilities. In any case, 

the scientific performance of the various research groups appears to be uneven, from world-class to 

less so. 

- The iStart package that IBBT has put in place, while not perfect, fills an important incubation gap in 

terms of financing, coaching and networking. These efforts mainly focus on start-up support, 

whereas support initiatives for established Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) currently 

remain at a relatively low level. 

 

Generally speaking, IBBT has already left a clear mark on the landscape in Flanders and is starting to play a 

critical role in the development of an ICT ecosystem in Flanders.  

 

SWOT-analysis 

The Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis is meant to be a basis for 

determining strategic actions that will enable IBBT to realize its future goals. 

 

IBBT can build on three major strengths for the future: 

- Ingenuity of the IBBT model. While the IBBT model is complex and requires careful management of 

delicate equilibria to make it work in practice, it gives IBBT the potential to address relevant societal 

challenges in a more effective and efficient way than other instruments can or than could be 

achieved through the working of the market only. 

- Effective bridging function. By fulfilling a bridging function in multiple dimensions and aggregating 

research demand and supply, IBBT has managed to embed itself as a key actor in the ICT 

ecosystem in Flanders. It thus has the potential to stimulate the development of the ecosystem by 

attracting, orienting and connecting additional individual players, both from within and outside 

Flanders. 

- Reach toward SMEs and start-ups. IBBT has managed to reduce the threshold for SMEs to 

participate in cooperative research initiatives. Likewise, with its iStart programme, IBBT has put in 

place instruments that stimulate the creation and development of start-ups, be it as a spin-off or 

from other sources. Growth and renewal of SMEs and start-ups is an essential component of a 

thriving ecosystem. 

 

IBBT has to resolve three major weaknesses so as to realize its potential: 

- Unclear marginal impact. The fact that IBBT has succeeded in making its unique, ingenious, 

complex and potentially powerful model operational, is a major achievement in and by itself. What is 

less clear, though, is the marginal impact of IBBT’s activities to date: how much more outcome has 

resulted from investing 143 million € in IBBT (cumulative government grant 2004-2010) than would 

have resulted from investing that amount through other (existing) instruments? Also in its strategic 

plan, IBBT puts a lot of emphasis on input factors, i.e. financial resources. But it doesn't really base 

the rationale for increased funding on expected outcomes and pays little attention to “return on 

investment”.  

- Limited internationalization with local impact. While it has already taken a number of commendable 

steps, IBBT as an institute still has quite some way to go to firmly connect the ICT ecosystem in 

Flanders to the international landscape. Clearly internationalization means more than participating 

in EU programmes. It should also be noted that “internationalization” and “local impact” are not 

contradictory: if done well, it is not a zero-sum game. Practical enablers include the 

internationalization of Board and executive committee, the establishment of international alliances, 

international resource mobility, etc. 

- Governance shortcomings. As the IBBT model is intrinsically complex, with several delicate 

equilibria to be achieved, its governance is a challenging affair. IBBT’s shareholder (i.e. the Flemish 
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region represented by the Flemish government), Board or management could correct a number of 

shortcomings, for example regarding the KPIs, the allocation key for Interdisciplinary Strategic Basic 

Research (ISBO), the inclusion and exclusion of research groups, the comparability of financial 

figures across research groups, and the effectiveness and efficiency of the Interdisciplinary 

Cooperative Research (ICON) process. 

 

IBBT can exploit two opportunities to heighten its impact: 

- Voice of the ICT research & innovation community. IBBT has acquired the size, breadth, network 

position and credibility to take the lead in the public debate and toward policy-makers - as far as ICT 

innovation is concerned - on complex multi-faceted issues for which there is no other natural yet 

much-needed “integrator” and neutral “owner”, for example in eHealth. IBBT could be the voice of 

the research & innovation community in these areas and help set the agenda. 

- Inclusion of the creative community. The establishment and development of the Media Innovation 

Centre (MIC), which replaces and redirects both the former VRT Medialab and the IWT PIM 

programme (Programma Innovatieve Media), with the involvement of IBBT, is a good opportunity to 

realise a tighter inclusion of the creative (content) and design community into IBBT’s operations. So 

far this community is hardly present in the IBBT network. Art aspects (aesthetics), content creation 

and creativity do not figure prominently in the Strategic Research Agendas. 

 

IBBT has to manage two threats to safeguard the realization of its potential: 

- Constraints on freedom of movement. IBBT’s management is planning various worthy initiatives to 

evolve its model. As IBBT is a hybrid institute, these initiatives are likely to be scrutinized by its 

various stakeholders. IBBT should anticipate possible pitfalls and design the initiatives and related 

instruments as foolproof as possible from the start. Such professional design is required, for 

example, for the joint lab, the Media Innovation Centre, the accelerator, the incubator (once 

iVenture is removed from it), iLabs (when access is broadened), co-financing for European projects 

(source of funding), and the attracting of foreign talent (remuneration packages). The point is not to 

discourage IBBT from pursuing these initiatives, but to be watchful of potential obstacles that limit its 

freedom of movement. 

- Access to human capital. IBBT foresees a significant increase of its funding and consequently the 

volume of researchers both in the research groups (for ICON and ISBO) and at the partners 

(matching contribution for ICON projects). For its research groups, IBBT will have to find the quality 

researchers required to “absorb” the increased funding levels. And if it does, IBBT will have to 

manage the risk that it diverts much-needed resources away from industry (“crowding out” effect), 

especially if these researchers don’t flow-through sufficiently fast from the universities to industry. 

As a consequence, IBBT may have to accelerate the international recruitment of researchers, in as 

much as this is desirable and feasible. IBBT may also have to take a more active role in stimulating 

the flow of a larger number of students into science and engineering education. 

 

Analysis of IBBT’s draft Strategy 2012-2016 

IBBT’s strategic plan is founded on the insights from its SWOT analysis. It emphasizes relevant priorities, is 

directionally sound and in line with government policy, and shows ambition. When starting the discussions 

with the government regarding the renewal of the management agreement, a number of aspects require 

elaboration: 

- IBBT should formulate a clear vision. An explicit description of the kind of organisation it wants to be 

and the goals it wants to achieve is still missing. IBBT’s strategy describes what IBBT plans to do in 

the coming years and how much funds are needed for these activities, but only vaguely what it will 

have achieved and what it will look like after five years. 

- IBBT’s reorganization into five research departments is a major and promising achievement. 

However these five departments – both taken together and within several of them – still hide a fairly 
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diverse range of research domains. IBBT will have to find a way to reconcile breadth (so as to be 

responsive to the demand-drive from industry) with focus (so as to push for research excellence). 

Furthermore, IBBT will also need to stimulate inter-disciplinary research across departments. 

- The set of KPIs proposed by IBBT needs re-working. They will need to be sufficiently aligned with 

the defined outcomes that IBBT is seeking to achieve. In any case the KPIs should be combined 

with other tools (peer reviews, satisfaction surveys, …) enabling smart strategic discussions by and 

between the management, the Board and the shareholder. 

- The differences in financial implications of the four presented scenarios are enormous. For 

example, the government grant in scenario 4 (54 million € in 2016) is double that in scenario 1 (26 

million € in 2016). Rather than referring to the oversubscription of ICON calls or the grants to other 

Strategic Research Centres (SOCs), IBBT should clarify the outcomes and returns it expects from 

the injection of funds in the four scenarios. In any case and irrespectively of government budget 

constraints, funding increases should be committed gradually, as a function of the institute’s 

capability to absorb a funding step-up and intermediate performance results. 

 

Conclusions & recommendations  

Throughout the report, we formulate a variety of recommendations that should help IBBT realize its future 

goals. Here below we integrate and summarize the most important ones: 

 

a. Formulate an outcome-based vision 

IBBT should make an explicit and clear description of the kind of organisation it wants to be and the goals it 

wants to achieve five years from now. By combining its self-evaluation, its draft strategic plan, the results of 

the Board reflections and this external report (including the findings of the international panel of experts), and 

having obtained a project commitment already for the 2 million € funding of the accelerator (non-recurrent) 

and considering the 10 million € reallocation to the Media Innovation Centre in which IBBT will have a role to 

play, IBBT’s management should be equipped to propose a compelling and well-substantiated vision. Such 

an outcome-based vision shall then guide the strategic roadmap and the definition of the KPIs.  

 

b. Evolve the IBBT model for reconciling demand-side breadth with research focus 

The IBBT model derives its power from the combination of several characteristics:  

- The set-up of IBBT as a permanent institute (as opposed to a time-limited programme); 

- The achievement of critical mass through a focus on selected application domains; 

- The use of a stable government grant for ensuring the structural combination and alignment of 

applied and basic research within the same research departments, with a two-thirds / one-third ratio; 

- The inter-disciplinary, cooperative (public-private) and demand-driven nature of the research 

undertaken; 

- The provision of shared testing infrastructure early in the research and development phase. 

 

In practice, real focus has not yet been achieved, for a variety of reasons, including the desire to be 

inclusive. In order to achieve research excellence, further focus (including the concentration of funds for 

strategic base research) will be called for. At the same time, the push for research focus may detract from 

IBBT’s role as a bridge and single point of contact in ICT at the demand side. In order to reconcile “demand-

side breadth” with “research focus”, IBBT may have to tweak its model. One way to do so, while preserving 

the model’s powerful basic characteristics, could be the following: 

- For ICON research, keep IBBT fully open. Allow the demand-side to involve any relevant research 

group (possibly even non-Flemish ones), as long as the subject of the proposed project falls within 

IBBT’s chosen application domains. As far as ICON is concerned, it should be clear to all 

stakeholders that there is no implicit preference for the 17 university research groups that currently 

are within IBBT’s embrace. IBBT should of course define the minimal quality standards that a 

research group should have. 

- For ISBO research, introduce stricter criteria for a priori eligibility for ISBO funding. The criteria 

should be based on the real strategic focus decided by IBBT on one hand and scientific quality on 
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the other hand. In other words, enact the possibility for IBBT not only to add but also remove 

research groups from its embrace. 

- In order to maintain the crucial link between the content of ISBO research and ICON research, 

allocate the available ISBO funds among the research departments (once they have been cleared 

of research groups that did not meet the a priori eligibility criteria) on the basis of a double key (50-

50): their share of the ICON funds in the previous three years (which will induce them to make their 

base research also relevant to the demand-side) and their academic excellence (which will enable 

them to maintain their scientific quality and ISBO eligibility). 

- To the extent that ICON funds went to research groups that are not within IBBT, not all ISBO funds 

will thus be allocated. IBBT can allocate this part of ISBO to any research group(s) it deems 

appropriate given its strategic priorities, whether the research group is within IBBT or not. This 

mechanism allows starting up ISBO research in new areas that are linked to the demand-side but 

apparently are not yet addressed by the existing research groups within IBBT. 

 

c. Make the ICON process more flexible and efficient 

The basis of the ICON process should not be changed. On the basis of experience in the past period and 

partner input, it appears there are a number of opportunities for improvement: 

- Reduce the time-to-start, which was 7.5, 6.5 and 8 months for the proposals submitted in February 

2009, June 2009 and April 2010, respectively (the foreseen time-to-start of 11 months for the 

proposals submitted in February 2011 is exceptionally long due to budget constraints). Among the 

options raised: the use of a dual-track process (with or without subsidy request from IWT, the 

Agency for Innovation by Science and Technology); an increase of the number of calls; a 

continuous instead of call-driven process. 

- When the sum of the contributions by the research groups is below the maximum 50% that IBBT is 

allowed to contribute, do not use this "reserve" to artificially include less relevant research groups. 

Make sure these are eliminated during the evaluation process. 

- Allow more flexibility in the duration of an ICON project. “Demand-driven” does not necessarily 

equate to “short-term”. 

- Improve the funding rules so that non-commercial partners can participate more easily. 

- Set up a mechanism to assess the valorisation potential of common research results that are not 

interesting to any of the consortium members. 

- Introduce methodologies for enabling faster time-to-market, such as rapid prototyping, the 

mandatory use of commercial quality standards by the research groups (e.g. FDA software 

standards), etc.  

- Consider the renewed use of “local” brokerage events in parallel with the “global” positioning events. 

 

d. Create added value in areas that are outside the universities’ realm 

A discussion point concerning a hybrid institute such as IBBT is the distribution of the role of “principal” 

between IBBT and the universities. As far as research is concerned, the “principal” role is split between the 

two, as it should be. IBBT can assume a more prominent “principal” role – and demonstrate its added-value 

for the ICT ecosystem in Flanders – in areas other than research. IBBT is already doing so both at the 

strategic and operational level. Examples include: 

- Support content-oriented innovation through the new Media Innovation Centre; 

- Provide access to proof-of-concept testing infrastructure; 

- Support the accelerated (international) growth of SMEs; 

- Establish alliances with other institutes in Flanders (e.g. VIB) or elsewhere; 

- Provide a career track for project/programme managers; 

- Develop white papers on issues of public policy; 

- Etc. 

 

e. Strengthen IBBT’s governance 

We use the term governance in the broad sense, i.e. the rules, processes and practices by which IBBT is 

operated, regulated and controlled. IBBT’s shareholder, Board or management should correct a number of 
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specific governance shortcomings, as indicated in the SWOT analysis. By the same token, IBBT’s 

management should detail or clarify the design of a number of instruments that it is introducing or modifying 

(the joint lab, IBBT’s involvement in the Media Innovation Centre, the accelerator, the incubator, iLabs, co-

financing for European projects, attracting foreign talent, etc.). 

 

 

Generally IBBT’s shareholder, Board and management should be proud of IBBT’s achievements to date and 

can look confidently forward to the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


