
Template for national differences – Denmark 

 

Education: 

- When did the universities shut down? 

 

- March 13, neither students nor employees were allowed on the university campus. 
The students at the Danish universities were instead to be lectured online and the 
staff was working from home. This reorganization has worked above all 
expectations and both students and staff quickly adapted to the new reality. 

 

- When did reopening start? 

 

In Denmark, the reopening took place over a range of phases. 
 
Phase 1 

- April 15, a controlled reopening started for the students that were supposed to 
finish their degree as a health professional, which would qualify them to maintain 
functions that are critical to society. The universities were asked to assess what 
educations would deliver workforce to the hospitals and the health professional 
deans worked out key input that was forwarded to the Ministry for approval. On this 
background, it became possible to reopen for students studying medicine, 
dentistry, and dental technicians (at AU) to finish their graduations for summer 
2020. 
 

- April 16, a political deal was approved to expand the first phase of a controlled 
reopening of Denmark. This made it possible to complete a partial reopening of 
research labs for scientists and students, and hereby it became possible to 
continue or finish Post Docs or Ph.D. degrees and continue research projects or 
investigations that would have else been lost. 
 

- April 17, the universities were asked to provide the Ministry with an estimate of 
how much a further reopening of research labs would affect the infection rate. 
Following this, it was decided to put forward estimates of people present at the 
same time in the labs within the following categories: 

a. Researchers (including postdocs) for projects with a risk of losing research 
data 

b. Ph.D. students in the final phase of their scholarship 
c. Master students in their final semester for whom the lab trials are critical to 

finish graduate within a reasonable period, and for whom it is mandatory to 
conduct experiments 
 

- Following a close dialogue with the Ministry the universities were allowed to initiate 
a gradual reopening of their labs for a total of 1,700 people with other people being 
present. This number included technicians, but not students. 
 

Phase 2 
- May 18, the universities were offered the possibility of speeding up the gradual 

reopening by offering education and exams that demanded physical presence. 
 

- May 27, it became possible for employees to resume physical presence on 



campus (except for the Capital Region of Denmark and Region Zealand). In the 
Capital Region and Region Zealand it became possible to open up to research 
activities that demanded physical presence. 

 
Phase 3 

- June 15, employees at the universities in the Capital Region and Region Zealand 
were also allowed to resume physical presence on campus. 

 
Phase 4 

- August 1, it became possible to offer full attendance for employees and students 
as long as the guidelines from July 2 are complied with. 

 
 
Ongoing dialogue 
 

- Danish Universities did nothing but to be in dialogue (informative and inclusive) 
with the Ministry. 25-30 meetings at the beginning of lockdown, with less frequency 
later in the process. In addition, there was a high degree of interactive dialog. 
Meaning using other ways than the traditional way.  
 

- The universities were negotiating about how many students should be allowed 
back and how to do so. SSI was very concerned with how to count infection 
pressure. How mange can be allowed back and how to count the infection 
pressure. 
 

- Danish Universities has gotten a completely different relationship with the ministry 
due to the close and regular contact. The dialogue was very close with the ministry 
– not at the same extent with the SSI. Opportunity for ongoing dialogue about the 
consequences. 

 

 

- What have been the national demands? 

 

- The government has requested that students within healthcare (e.g. medical and 
nursing students) be on rapid alert depending on the development of the Corona 
situation. 

 
- A political deal was made the 11th of June 2020, about establishing 5000 new 

study places at the higher education institutions, in 2020 and 2021. A Covid-19 
subsidy of 155 mio DKK was provided, for a fast establishment of the extra study 
places. 

 
- Of the 5000 new study places, 4500 of them were allocated to educations where 

qualified manpower is needed and where students have good employment options. 
The political parties involved in the decision therefore wanted the extra study 
places to be prioritized within fields such as technology and IT, as well as within 
education that can contribute to creating growth in the Danish economy and 
support the green transition. 

 

- What was done in terms of digital teaching? 

 



- There are still concerns that are instead more focused on e.g. online tuition. There 
have been various issues around online teaching – here we must be prepared for 
some negative feedback as well. It has undoubtedly been a challenge for the 
universities to convert teaching to the digital format. 

 

- How has student well-being been? 

 

- It has been difficult for the students to come back. For the humanities students 
have it been very difficult as they have not had the same demand for laboratories 
(as e.g. medical students). There is a big difference between professions – some 
have been more “privileged” than others.  
 

- Weekly meetings with DSF about concerns – an example was the extra student 
grant-clip.  

 

 

 

Science: 

- When did institutes/labs shut down? 

 

See above for the answers regarding universities 

 

- What was done in terms of research labs? 

 

See above for the answers regarding universities 

 

- What have some of the most important challenges been? 

 

- Closed labs regarding the maintenance of and progress in scientific experiments 
- That research projects were prolonged beyond the funding period (especially for 

Ph.D. students and Post Docs) 
- Working from home from young researchers (less publications - especially from 

young female researchers) 
 

 

 

Health authorities: 

- What has their role been during the crisis? 

 

The Danish Health Authority and the Statens Serum Institut (SSI) have been the two prime 
health actors supporting the government in the handling of the pandemic. The Danish 
Health Authority (Sundhedsstyrelsen) evaluates data and provides rules and regulations 
through recommendations to the Danish Society.  

 



 

Funding: 

- When did funding for Corona research start? 

 

In March 2020 the government, public and private foundations initiated fast track funding 
for Corona related research. 
 

 

- How was the hastily generated Corona research funded and initiated? 

 

- The Ministry of Higher Education and Science funded DKK 88 million directly to 
universities or through public foundations 

- Innovation Fund Denmark fundet DKK 40 million 
- The Independent Research Foundation funded DKK 22 million 

 
Private foundations: 

- The Novo Nordisk Foundation funded DKK 82,5 million 
- The Lundbeck Foundation funded DKK 30 million 
- The Carlsberg Foundation funded DKK 95 million 

 

 

- How has it been coordinated nationally? 

 

There has been an ongoing dialogue with all involved funding agencies. 
 

 

- What has been the role of private enterprises? 

 

Funding to research projects from private enterprise has mainly come via the private 
foundations - see above. 
 
Moreover, there are examples of private foundations funding a national test centre at 
Statens Serum Institut or a specific development of tests. 
 

 

- What themes have the projects revolved around? 

 

Funding bodies have allocated funding to projects to mitigate the adverse health effects of 
the coronavirus epidemic in Denmark and internationally. 
 

 

 

Policy advisory: 

- In what ways has research contributed to the national political decision making? 

 

- In addition to the National Board of Health and Statens Serum Institut, it has to a 



large extent been individual researchers who have provided knowledge and advice.  
 

- At AAU, a respirator has been developed which has also been sent around the 
world.  
 

- It has not been the universities who have been responsible for the dissemination – 
it has been the individual researchers. SSI has also assembled a group for 
mathematical modeling with regard to making a forecast on infection pressure – 
here they gathered researchers from outside. 

 

 

- How has the weight distribution been between research/policy? 

 

- A lot of the knowledge has been prior knowledge. A lot of the existing knowledge 
has been based on knowledge about viruses - Corona has therefore been treated 
as a form of influenza virus (a lung-based virus). It was not until much later 
everyone became aware of the fact that the virus attacked the whole body. 
Because Corona was not well known, similar knowledge has been drawn upon. 

 
- All decisions are basically political. The research deals with probabilities. A good 

example was when Søren Brostrøm (Director General of the Danish Health Authority) 
said there was not any scientific evidence that closing the borders would help. Of 
course, there wasn’t any scientific evidence for that - but that doesn’t mean it couldn’t 
help. It is the same with the masks, we do not know if they help. But if you have a 
behavioral psychological approach it can mean a lot, because it reminds us of the virus 
everytime we step into the Metro. 

 
- The politicians need to be equipped to make their decisions. It’s about having good 

channels to inform about these things. Today we are more aware of the fact that 
we will have to learn to handle and limit this virus for a long time.  

 
- In Denmark we have many good structures built around Brostrøm and the State 

Serum Institute, to inform political decisions - but it isn’t as robust as it is within the 
other scientific arts. 

 

 

 

Private sector 

 

- What effects have the developments had in the private sector? 

 

- Carlsberg makes hand sanitizer. Danfoss makes protective equipment - there has 

been a need for approvals, and there has been a need for major conversion in a 

short time. And it has all taken place in close interaction with the public sector. 

 

- Novo Nordisk Foundation and the Carlsberg Foundation have handed out a 

combined amount of 17.5 million DKK for the establishment of a consortium with 

the State, Carlsberg, Ørsted and Ree Holding for securing the emergency 



production of ethanol for disinfectants during the COVID-19 crisis. 

 

- During Corona, the Confederation of Danish Industry has once a month inquired 

about everything from employment numbers and forecasts from a private sector 

point of view, for example regarding the companies’ investment expectations when 

it comes to R&D. 5 % of the respondents say that they will invest significantly less 

in R&D, while 20 % are going to invest just less. A temporary research deductible 

of 130 % has been put in place to support that the companies are not going to stop 

all research activities during the crisis. By 2026 this deductible is planned to be at 

110 %, which originally included a gradual increase from the original 103 % before 

the crisis. At Danish Industry they are arguing for the level to remain permanently 

at 130 % following the crisis, as a potential drop would again remove the incentive 

for larger investments. When asked about it, the majority of private companies 

claim that they will invest the same amount in research. There is no doubt that 

conditions are tough, but the majority still focus on the long-term perspective and 

are aware of the potential needs for selling and exporting on the other side of the 

crisis. 

 

- In most cases, research is considered a need-to-have in a crisis situation such as 

this. In the upcoming Finance Bill there is a risk that they are going to cut public 

research funding. The public research will without a doubt have affected the private 

research - it is no use if it is only the private companies doing the research, 

whereas the public sector can hit the brakes. The companies are already doing a 

large part of the heavy lifting, as they are responsible for roughly 2/3 of the 

research. 

 

- The research type or profile in the private sector has not been immediately 

affected. The companies are already very focused on the applied angle. Some 

companies have of course redirected their production during the crisis to producing 

hand sanitizer, face masks, and other protective equipment - but in most cases this 

has not been a radical transition for the production facilities. Therefore, the 

research type/profile to a large extent remains the same. 

 

- One Director from Danish Industry sits along the table at NOST, a national task-

force for Covid-19 that was in charge of communicating with the companies. They 

got a lot of inquiries from companies that wanted to help by adjusting their 

production. The same thing happened on the research side - researchers are 

sharing their results and supporting an open access approach to come up with a 

vaccine. 

Faster processes 

- There has been quite some change when it comes to the research funding. The 

Innobooster (from the Innovation Fund Denmark) put out 350 mio. DKK for small 

entrepreneurs to protect them. This would not have happened without the global 

crisis. The private foundations have lifted a large part of the job when it comes to 

Corona research. For example the Novo Foundation and many of the other big 



foundations. However, the scope and focus have largely switched towards Corona. 

 

- In this situation pretty much everything has been completed faster - also the review 

of applications with the private foundations have been processed significantly 

faster in order to get relevant initiatives going. 

 

- There is a lot here that we wish to hold onto. The Innovation Fund Denmark has 

put a lot of work into this. It is of course always in the interest of Danish Industry 

that things move as quickly as possible, so the private companies can begin 

conducting research. 

Key learnings from the private sector 

- One of the significant learnings: During times of crises or similar events people 

come together and face the issue shoulder by shoulder, thus speeding up the 

process of finding a solution. When we needed protective equipment, somebody 

immediately stepped up. 

 

- Overall, companies have continued their research activities as planned and 

continued the investments that were already in the pipeline. 

 

- There has been a large difference when it comes to the collaboration between 

universities and private companies. The EU Commission set up a group with the 

task of looking at the Danish innovation effort. Things are slowly starting to pick up 

again. There is a lot of focus on the collaboration between universities and 

companies, and a lot of the private companies find it difficult to collaborate at times. 

 

- Another learning is to have a flexible framework when setting up these types of 

collaborations. There has been a high degree of leniency when it comes to 

upholding the law during the crisis. In many places this has worked surprisingly 

well, why this is a key topic that should be up for discussion, e.g. when it comes to 

the tech-transfer law. How to interpret state aid legislation and collaboration with 

private companies is without a doubt something that should be looked into after the 

crisis. 

Mission orientation 

- It is a positive trend that we are moving towards a more mission oriented approach 

when it comes to research projects. That more organizations are looking towards 

gathering a team or a bundle of different organizations that can take part in solving 

these larger missions. More “man on the moon” projects. The goal of 70 % 

reduction in Denmark is a good example of such an ambitious mission. How are we 

going to set the right team to accomplish it? How are we going to make green fuel 

more competitive than fossil fuels? 

 

- Below these large mission-oriented projects there must of course be place for 

smaller projects - but it is important that they take place within the “umbrella”. It is 



going to be important to have both basic research alongside these more mission-

oriented projects. And even though you still have basic research, these projects 

often must have something bigger in sight. 

 


