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Independent Research Fund Denmark finances scientific research of the highest quality.
The fund strengthens the level of excellence within the Danish scientific research 
environment. This is done through judicious - yet risk seeking - investments in original 
research ideas across all major scientific fields.

 

>
Click to watch the full video

https://youtu.be/O3-KdAy9Xv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O3-KdAy9Xv4&feature=youtu.be
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Deliberate Risk-taking 
Independent Research Fund Denmark supports 
risk-taking in Danish research as curiosity-
inspired research drives bottom-up initiated 
research. Thus, investments in independent 
research will promote diversity in research 
questions, subject areas, and applicants.

According to chairman of the board David 
Dreyer Lassen, the essence of risk-tolerant 
investments is to have the courage to fund early 
and wild ideas for a new understanding of the 
world. Risk-taking also means that funds and 
politicians alike must be willing to grant research 
funds to projects that might not show results for 
many years. Or to projects that might fail or 
show unexpected results but at the same time 
hold potential for significant scientific 
breakthroughs that could greatly affect society.  
 
For Independent Research Fund Denmark, 
willingness to take risks is part of the strategy. 

Cutting-edge research requires diversity and 
readiness to tread new paths regarding research 
problems, methods and theories, and the 
combination of subject areas. In the following 
paragraphs, chairman of the board David Dreyer 
Lassen will answer four central questions about 
risk-taking.

Why is risk-taking important to Independent 
Research Fund Denmark?

 
 

 
 
“Research is only important in so far as it pushes 
the boundaries of knowledge. The Fund 
supports great ideas. But the idea is just that – 
an idea. It is an outline of what you want to 
discover. But will the ideas hold? We, the 
researchers, don’t always know, but there must 
be room to try them out. Only then will we have 
the most research value for money.”
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Which benefits do you see in a risk-taking 
approach to research investments?

How does the Fund balance its research 
grants to achieve deliberate risk-taking?

 
 
“A good risk emerges when skilled scientists 
with great ideas push the boundaries of 
research without knowing the answers in 
advance. This is where we gain new insights. 
Insights that benefit society, both in the short 
and long run. The more specific we get when it 
comes to the subject area for research, and the 
more we focus on profit, the less able we are to 
discover all the great ideas across research 
fields. And the more likely researchers are to 
confine themselves to a specific framework. But 
the reason for having researchers in the first 
place is for them to transcend barriers.”  
 

 
 
“Active researchers consider every application 
very carefully. The researches know the current 
problems and discussions within each field and 
are able to assess how the project might expand 
the research area. This provides us with a solid

and deliberated foundation for evaluating risks 
and benefits.”

What course will Independent Research Fund 
Denmark take to ensure a willingness to take 
risks?  

 
 

 
“The environment within the Fund is highly 
competitive, and we have to make a continuous 
effort to not only focus on success. The wild idea 
must be able to attract grants from IRFD, even 
when the chances of success are small. This 
requires ongoing discussions and debating 
within each research council.”

David Dreyer Lassen has been chair of 
Independent Research Fund Denmark since 
January 1st 2019.

 

 
 
Prior to his inauguration, David Dreyer Lassen 
was chairman of the research council 
DFF | Social Sciences.

 
 

 
He is a professor of economics at the 
Department of Economics, University of 
Copenhagen.
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Hunt for a Malaria Vaccine Led to a 
Method to Detect and Attack Cancer Cells 

Independent research has enabled Professor 
Ali Salanti to try a new malaria vaccine. Today, 
Professor Salanti is able to test the new 
vaccine on pregnant women in Benin, while at 
the same time testing a new method for 
detecting bowel cancer, pancreatic cancer, and 
prostate cancer. His research has also led to 
the formation of two new companies.

When the malaria parasite infects a pregnant 
woman, it uses the placenta as an incubation 
box. By use of a special protein, the parasite 
attaches itself to a sugar molecule in the 
placenta cells. During his Ph.D., which began 
in 2001 and was funded by independent 
research grants, Ali Salanti mapped the 
structure of this specific protein. 
 
In the period 2004-2010, funded by several 
grants, Ali and his group of researchers worked 
on a vaccine that will target the protein 
responsible for the malaria parasite’s ability to 
infect the placenta.

“If we can get the immune system to attack this 
protein, the malaria parasite will no longer be 
able to attach itself to the placenta,” explains Ali 
Salanti. And the researchers have succeeded in 
this. With support from Independent Research 
Fund Denmark, the researchers developed and 
tested the vaccine, and prepared for human 
trials. 
 
12 million euros in funding  
 
Ali Salanti and the University of Copenhagen 
patented the vaccine and started raising funds 
so the vaccine could be tested on humans. After 
this, funding took a quantum leap. Human trials 
are expensive, and in 2011 Ali Salanti and his 
team received DKK 37 million from the Danish 
Innovation Fund, DKK 7 million from the 
European Vaccine Initiative, and DKK 37 million 
from the EU’s 7th Framework Program.  
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As a result, they can now start testing the 
vaccine. The first test subjects will be healthy 
adult men from Germany, and the researchers 
will then move on to test on pregnant African 
women in malaria-infected areas.

The project has led to a new way of making 
vaccines

“We teamed up with the man who developed 
the HPV-vaccine, and we’re using an artificial 
HPV-particle to carry the malaria protein. This 
way, chances that the immune system will 
detect and accept the protein are much bigger,” 
explains Ali Salanti. The researchers have 
patented the method, and in 2017, they 
established the spin-off company Adaptvac.

Malaria parasites sucked in cancer cells

Ali Salanti kept working on the discovery of the 
interrelationship between malaria protein and 
cancer cells. He found that when you add 
malaria parasites to a sample of cancer cells, 
the cancer cells get sucked in by the parasites. 

The malaria protein and the carbohydrate fit like 
a glove. Thus, the researchers kept using the 
protein from the malaria parasite as a kind of 
transporter for killing cancer cells. 
“If we can get the protein to carry something that 
will kill the cancer cells, we will have a very 
strong mixture,” Ali Salanti explains.  
 
The researchers have also developed a method 
for the malaria protein to carry immunostimulant 
agents into the cancer tumor. This will activate 
the immune system and, in turn, kill the tumor. 
The method has been tested on animals, and 
the results are promising. According to Ali 
Salanti, independent research grants have 
played a central role.

Blood test can reveal cancer 

In parallel, the researchers worked on a closely 
related idea: Using the malaria parasite protein 
to detect cancer cells in the bloodstream. This 
will enable us to trace cancer in a blood sample. 
“You simply give the malaria protein a magnetic 
substance to carry. And when the proteins attach 

themselves to the cancer cells, we can pull the 
cancer cells out of the blood,” says Ali Salanti. 
 
The researchers established the spin-off 
company VARCT Diagnostics in 2017, and they 
are determined to be able to diagnose cancer 
through a blood sample. Now, they’re testing 
whether the method can be used for detecting 
bowel cancer, pancreatic cancer, and prostate 
cancer. 
 
“As for pancreatic cancer, we have tested more 
than 100 patients. And we were able to detect 
cancer cells in the blood of all the patients who 
had cancer,” says Ali Salanti.
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Antioxidants from Green Tea Can 
Improve the Quality of Long-life Milk 
In long-life milk, chemical processes called 
Maillard reactions cause the milk to turn brown 
and taste sour, thereby limiting its shelf life. 
Furthermore, some Maillard reactions are 
suspected of having a negative impact on 
human health. 

A research team is currently testing a new 
solution, and while the idea behind is simple, the 
chemical processes are highly complicated. A 
small dose of a special type of antioxidants, the 
so-called polyphenols, is added to long-life milk. 
Polyphenols, which can be found in green tea, 
inhibit the undesirable Maillard reactions by 
catching some of the reactive compounds that 
cause the milk to turn.  
 
“We know that we can stop the Maillard 
reactions by adding polyphenols to the milk. 
That’s good. But we have also discovered that 
the polyphenols attach themselves to the 
proteins in the milk,” says Marianne Nissen 
Lund, associate professor at the Department of 
Food Science at the University of Copenhagen. 

She is the director of a new research project in 
collaboration with Arla Foods. The project is 
called Inhibition and control of Maillard reactions 
in dairy foods by plant polyphenols. The 
researchers are trying to figure out how the 
polyphenols attach themselves to the proteins, 
how widespread these chemical reactions are, 
and how the products affect the nutritional value 
of the proteins.  
 
An original, simple, and complicated idea  
 
“The idea of using polyphenols is original and 
even simple, but the process is very complicated 
and important to understand,” explains Hanne 
Frøkiær who is chair of Independent Research 
Fund Denmark’s council for Technology and 
Production Sciences. “The thought of using very 
healthy substances (antioxidants) in order to 
inhibit the development of very unhealthy end 
products is quite original. It also solves a serious 
problem regarding foodstuffs.



 

This sounds very simple, but understanding and 
quantifying chemical processes is a very difficult, 
but incredibly important task,” says Hanne 
Frøkiær. As a member of the Fund, she was 
among the people to select and support the 
project.

Long-life milk is also called UHT milk (ultra-high 
temperature). UHT is a process in which the milk 
is heated to a very high temperature in order  to 
kill all bacteria. UHT milk will therefore have an 
unrefrigerated shelf life of up to 9 months. In 
Denmark, we don’t drink that much UHT milk, as 
many people dislike the taste. But in Southern 
Europe, Asia, and Africa UHT milk is the only 
type of milk you can get. The challenge here is 
that during both storage and transportation 
temperatures often rise above 50 degrees 
Celsius. Furthermore, most Asian people are 
lactose intolerant and drink only lactose-free 
milk. In lactose-free milk, the Maillard reactions 
are even more pronounced, and they begin 
much faster. If lactose-free UHT milk is exported 
to China, it will have a shelf life of no more than 
a couple of months. And that is not enough. 
 
Arla Foods aims for market advantage

“High quality and prolonged shelf life will give 
Arla Foods a market advantage and present 
new opportunities for product innovation,” says 
senior researcher John Sørensen from the Arla 
Innovation Center. The researchers can inhibit 
the Maillard reactions by adding polyphenols. 
This project in collaboration with Arla Foods is 
the first in the world to show that polyphenols 
keep the milk fresh for up to a year. Arla Foods

expects that the project funded by Independent 
Research Fund Denmark in 2017 can reveal 
whether or not the addition of polyphenols 
willlead to the formation of any unhealthy 
substances. The researchers have already 
quantified the protein-polyphenol compounds to 
get an idea of the extent to which the 
polyphenols attach themselves to the proteins.

“The chemical reaction between protein and 
polyphenol is very pronounced, but we have no 
idea how it affects the body’s ability to absorb 
proteins and antioxidants. Nobody has ever 
researched this before,” says Marianne Nissen 
Lund. 

The researchers are currently trying to find out 
what happens to the chemical bond when the 
compound passes through the digestive system. 
Either it will break, so the body can absorb the 
beneficial proteins and antioxidants, or part of 
the protein with polyphenol attached will pass 
into the bloodstream. It might also reach the 
bowels where it will somehow affect our 
intestinal flora. This knowledge is important in 
order to be able to improve the quality of long-
life milk, but it is also important knowledge in 
general. A large part of processed and cooked 
food potentially contains these protein-
polyphenol compounds,” explains Marianne 
Nissen Lund. 

“For instance, if you make a smoothie, I will 
claim that the protein-polyphenol structures 
form, as the reactions happen very fast. But we 
have no idea how they affect human health,” 9
emphasizes Marianne Nissen Lund.
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Risk-Taking is Part of Young
People’s Everyday Lives 

 

Recent research provides us with a whole new 
understanding of young people’s risk-taking 
behavior which is rarely about standing out 
from the crowd or breaking with everyday life. 
Though the average alcohol consumption of 
young people is declining, binge drinking, hash 
smoking, and the occasional fight on weekends 
is still something we see quite frequently. In the 
eyes of adults, such behavior is risky and 
decidedly foolish – even irresponsible, but to 
the young people it is inextricably linked to 
being young. To them, risk-taking is not about 
breaking everyday routines. It is part of the 
routines. 

Sleep, go to school, eat, smoke weed

In a new research project supported by 
Independent Research Fund Denmark, senior 
lecturer at the University of Melbourne Signe 
Ravn scrutinized the risk-taking behavior of 
ordinary and socially interactive Danish youth.  

They go to school, they spend time with their 
families, they eat, they sleep, and they drink too 
much. Some smoke weed on weekends and 
occasionally get involved in a fight.  
 
“Traditionally, researchers have viewed risk-
taking as a conscious choice made by some of 
the young. Maybe to create some excitement 
and break routines. But that is not what I have 
learned from my studies. Many of the practices 
we consider risk-taking behavior are instead an 
integrated part of the young people’s youth and 
everyday lives,” says Signe Ravn.  
 
Risk-taking is subjective and depends on 
culture 
 
According to chairman of DFF | Social Sciences 
Søren Serritzlew, this research provides us with 
a new and unique understanding of the concept 
of risk among young people.  
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“Even though we can objectively measure the 
risk of, for instance, smoking or drug use, the 
concept of risk is not objective. The perception 
of risk is subject to negotiation within the youth 
groups and communities,” explains Søren 
Serritzlew who was one of the researchers to 
select and support the project on behalf of the 
Fund.  
 
Within certain groups exists a perception that 
smoking is acceptable, while other groups 
don’t smoke. The group’s perception of what is 
and is not acceptable is far more important 
than any measurable health risks.  
 
“The youth doesn’t refer to it as risk-taking, but 
as a natural part of being young. It is an 
important part of social activities and youth 
culture as a whole,” says Signe Ravn.  
 
Young people’s perception of risk differs very 
much from the Danish Health Authority’s 
recommendations.

“They don’t worry about alcohol damaging the 
liver. On the contrary, they worry about things 
like missing out on a fun night with friends or 
making a fool of themselves if they’ve had too 
much to drink,” continues Signe Ravn.

Thus, the young people’s perception of risk and 
risk-taking behavior is much more about loss of 
social status, like for instance acquiring a 
reputation for being a bonghead if you smoke 
hash every day.

Risk-taking as part of youth

Everyday routines like school and family time 
help balance out the risk-taking behavior. You 
could say that these activities keep risk-taking 
in check.
 
“For socially interactive young people, this 
balancing effect limits risk-taking behavior to 
weekends and prevents it from taking over 
their entire lives,” underlines Signe Ravn.  
 
Some, however, enter a slippery slope. When 
hash smoking starts to play a central role in 
everyday life, it is rarely the result of a 
conscious choice. It is a smooth transition 
brought about by the social circle. 

If your friends start smoking hash every day, or 
you get kicked out of school, smoking might 
slowly take over. This happens at the expense of 
both education and family time.  
 
“For most young people, risk-taking is balanced 
out by networks and families to whom they have 
certain obligations. Vulnerable young people 
without a stable network present a bigger 
challenge,” explains Signe Ravn.  
 
Her research presents us with a new perspective 
on the risk-taking of young people. This 
perspective is crucial if we want to prevent risk-
taking behavior and help the young when risky 
behavior takes over.  
 
“If we want to do anything about it, we must 
understand how young people perceive risk-
taking behavior and why,” emphasizes Søren 
Serritzlew. “Regarding prevention, we probably 
need to take a closer look at the youth drug and 
alcohol culture as a whole and not so much as 
the individual young person,” says Signe Ravn.  
 
Facts about the project 
 
Signe Ravn’s research project Investigating risk 
cultures among Danish youth – A qualitative 
study of risk-taking as habituated action, which 
ran from 2013 to 2016.  
 
Through qualitative focus group interviews with 
52 young people at the age of 17-25, she looked 
into the youths’ experiences with and 
perceptions of practices which are often 
considered hazardous. These practices include 
smoking hash, drinking alcohol, getting into 
fights, taking steroids, and speeding.  
 
Together with Ph.D. Tea Torbenfeldt Bengtsson 
among others, Signe Ravn recently published 
the book Youth, Risk, Routine. A New 
Perspective on Risk-Taking in Young Lives 
(Routledge).  
 
In this book, the researchers apply a practice 
theoretical perspective to analyze the data from 
the two research projects about young people 
and risk-taking. By means of this perspective, 
the researchers present a framework for 
understanding the routinized aspects of these 
practices.
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The Original Idea of the Year 2018 
In 2018, the first receiver of the prize for the 
Original Idea of the Year was Toke Høye from 
Aarhus University. By developing an advanced 
computer based method, which involves 
machine learning, he aims to make an 
automatic camera system, in order to collect 
impressive amounts of data and thereby map 
the interaction between pollinating insects and 
flowers in the Arctic. 

The motivation for awarding Toke Høye with 
the prize: “The project shows how using and 
developing technological methods can make it 
possible to investigate challenges of high 
environmental importance and scientific

interest at a level where previous methods 
cannot compete. In a greater matter, this project 
is a model of example of the combination of 
disciplines and techniques, which is highly 
characteristic of natural sciences at the time 
being, and a take-off for breakthroughs in 
research. 

-Peter Munk Christiansen, former chairman 
of Independent Research Fund Denmark 

>

Since the Fund was established in 2004, 10,000 ideas have been financed. In 2018, the Fund has 
contributed 414 times to strengthen Danish independent research. What is characteristic of these 
ideas is their high level of originality and new ways of thinking. In recognition of this, the Fund 
awards one particularly original research idea at its annual conference.

https://youtu.be/SRlPA1wQ15U
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Independent research led to the discovery of 
reversed photosynthesis  
“We would not have made these findings, had 
we not been free to pursue an idea that seemed 
crazy. Without independent research funds we 
would not have made this discovery,” says 
professor Claus Felby. He is a professor at 
Department of Geosciences and Natural 
Resource Management at the University of 
Copenhagen where he has made a discovery of 
great interest to private companies.  
 
In professor Claus Felby’s own words, lytic 
polysaccharide monooxygenase, or LPMO-
enzyme for short, is the world’s greatest 
enzyme. The enzyme was rediscovered in 2008 
by researchers from Novozymes, and it makes 
possible something previously thought to be 
impossible – namely the splitting of cellulose. 
Cellulose is the indigestible part of a plant: the 
plant cell walls better known as plant fibers. The 
plant fibers are beneficial for our digestive 
system

digestive system precisely because they are 
indigestible. They pass through our stomachs 
undigested while sucking up fluids and keeping 
the digestive system healthy. But cellulose, which 
is made of sugar molecules, poses a challenge 
when it comes to making biofuels from biomass 
because cellulose is so hard to break down. In 
2014, Claus Felby was granted DKK 2.5 million 
from Independent Research Fund Denmark to 
research the amazing LPMO-enzyme able to 
break down plant cell walls. Fungi, among others, 
also use this special enzyme to break down 
biomass. 
 
The sun powers reversed photosynthesis  
 
To break down cellulose, the LPMO-enzyme 
needs oxygen and electrons. “We found out where 
the enzyme could get its electrons,” Claus Felby 
explains.
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The enzyme might, for instance, get its electrons 
from vitamin C which did set off the breakdown 
but was not very effective. The breakdown was 
slow.  
 
“A Ph.D.-student was doing some work on blue-
green algae in our lab, and we got the idea of 
using chlorophyll as a source of electrons,” says 
Claus Felby.  
 
Chlorophyll is a chemical molecule that can be 
found in all plant material. Chlorophyll plays a 
vital part in photosynthesis, as it ‘captures’ 
electrons from sunlight.  
 
This harnessing of energy enables the plant to 
construct cellulose from sunlight and water. The 
researchers added chlorophyll to their samples 
containing LPMO-enzyme and cellulose (plant 
walls).  
 
“It didn’t work. And as such, the project might 
have ended right there. But because we were 
free to pursue this slightly crazy idea, we kept 
working on it,” explains Claus Felby.  
 
It dawned on the researchers that the reason for 
the missing effect might be chlorophyll’s 
insolubility with water. 
 
“So, we cut up the chlorophyll molecules and 
made it water soluble. Then it worked,” says 
Claus Felby. 
 
The sunlight’s electrons were harvested by 
chlorophyll and utilized by the LPMO-enzyme to 
quickly and effectively break down the cellulose.

The researchers were so amazed by their 
fantastic discovery that they repeated the test 
more than a thousand times to make sure it 
really worked. But it did. Solar energy can 
indeed be used to break down plant material. A 
process that would normally take several hours 
could now be completed within minutes with help 
from the sun. 
 
Major significance for biofuels  
 
This discovery holds major potential for the 
making of biofuels where plant material must be 
broken down into its simplest parts.  
 
“It is within the independent research projects – 
not the predetermined ones – that the real 
breakthroughs happen. In turn, predetermined 
projects are well suited for companies to turn the 
breakthroughs into industrial products,” explains 
Claus Felby. 
 
Companies have shown a great deal of interest 
in this new discovery. In 2016, Claus Felby and 
his research team patented the method to break 
down plant fibers. That same year the patent 
license was sold to a company that the 
researchers are now working with. In 2017, 
Claus Felby and his team received DKK 15 
million from Novo Nordisk Foundation to further 
research reversed photosynthesis. The following 
year, Novo Nordisk Foundation invested DKK 35 
million in the construction of a research lab 
where Claus Felby and his group of researchers 
will also participate in the continued research of 
the LPMO-enzyme. 
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Three perspectives on independent research 
#1: Independent research is the DNA of 
universities

By Anders O. Bjarklev, Chairman of the Danish 
Rectors’ Conference and president of DTU.  
 
“Without independent research, Danish 
universities would not be the central, 
independent institutions we know and 
appreciate. Independent research is the DNA of 
universities. 
 
Still, universities should engage in all kinds of 
research. Universities can and should cover all 
subject areas, embrace many types of 
researchers and a wide range of research 
projects. 
 
Universities must also conduct strategic 
research within subject areas sought after by 
society and businesses. But independent 
research plays a central role in the world of 
universities. Independent research is crucial 
when students and scientists hatch new ideas 
on which to build our future.  
 
The research community must have support 
from the general population in order to grant 
more funds to independent research. Without 
support from society, independent research will 
hardly be a matter for the people. And without

backing from the general population it will be hard 
to attract political attention.  
 
Universities and research-financing operators like 
Independent Research Fund Denmark are already 
making a great effort to describe and document 
the ways in which society benefits from 
independent research.  
 
In some cases, the benefits are visible and 
measurable in the short term. In other cases, new 
knowledge brought about by independent 
researchers might not prove applicable until later, 
or it might turn out to be useful in unexpected 
ways.  
 
For strategic research, it is possible to produce an 
overview of research investments sought after by 
society. For independent research, however, it is 
not possible to predict the needs. This does not 
make independent research any less important or 
relevant to society.  
 
On the contrary, independent research is the 
foundation on which to build strategic ventures. It 
is the unpredictability of independent research 
that allows for original ideas to form. Thus, it is 
crucial that we have a solid base of world-class 
scientific environments doing independent 
research.” 
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#2: Public researchers are an important 
source of new ideas  
 
Q&A with Mette Fjord Sørensen, director of 
research, higher education, and diversity at 
the Confederation of Danish Industry.  
 
Q: Danish research is in an international 
league of its own. Which benefits can Danish 
businesses reap from excellent and risk-taking 
independent research?  
 
A: “Every day, the Danish export companies 
help finance our welfare society. The exported 
products are the result of close collaboration 
between research institutions and businesses, 
and they are based on knowledge and 
research in a league of its own. The 
businesses annually invest DKK 43 billion in 
research and development, but they need 
outside knowledge as well. They also need to 
be able to build on the basic research 
produced by the universities. Thus, public 
researchers are an important source of new 
ideas and solutions to future problems. Strong 
public research environments can produce 
knowledge in new areas where the path to 
tangible products might be long and uncertain 
for businesses. The university researchers 
help initiate the projects that become valuable 
to businesses in the short or long run.”  
 
Q: The ways of spreading independent 
research are many (strategic research, source 
of new research, spinouts, public sector, 
educational systems etc.). Should 
independent research play an even bigger 
role? 
 
A: “There is a need for different ways of 
financing within Danish research, including 
basic funds, Independent Research Fund 
Denmark, Danish National Research 
Foundation, Innovation Fund Denmark, and 
development and demonstration funds. A 
mixture of different forms of financing across 
the value chain is important. I dislike the term 
‘independent research’ because strategic 
research as such does not limit the individual 
researcher any more than a theme of e.g.

‘sustainable energy’. Therefore, the concept of 
‘independent research’ is a little misleading. To 
me, it’s about good and bad research. No matter 
the source of financing, we have to be willing to 
invest in ‘out of the box’ research projects where 
the researchers think big and are not only chasing 
the next publication. Such projects will lead to 
more mistakes and dead ends, but they also hold 
the potential for the next big breakthrough. The 
challenge might be our inability to see this 
through. If a small country like Denmark wants to 
compete with the big ones, we have to be willing 
to risk more. The ‘wild’ research must be 
prioritized through the system of research councils 
and through the universities’ basic funds. The 
question is whether Independent Research Fund 
Denmark ought to do away with the fixed 
distribution of funds between main areas and let 
the money follow the brilliant ideas instead. These 
ideas might not belong in a specific category, but 
they can move both businesses and society 
forward.” 
 
Q: What publicly financed needs for independent 
research will Danish businesses experience in the 
future? 
 
A: “Competitive research funds are healthy, also 
within ‘independent’ research, as the researchers’ 
ideas might lead to vital knowledge for 
businesses. In the spring of 2018, the 
Confederation of Danish Industry (DI) asked 300 
of the most research-active Danish businesses 
about their future needs for public research. There 
is a particular need for research within technical 
and natural science, and the subject areas include 
digitization, production, new materials, energy and 
environmental technologies, and chemistry. This is 
where businesses experience a strong need to 
collaborate with skilled researchers from 
universities and other public research institutions.
The world faces challenges that Danish 
companies can help overcome, but this requires a 
willingness to revise our categorization of main 
subject areas. This is where Independent 
Research Fund Denmark can play a significant 
part by supporting researchers and ideas that 
don’t fit in the boxes of e.g. social science or 
natural science.”
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#3: Ideas emerge across research

By Jesper Wengel, professor, Ph.D., 
Department of Physics, Chemistry and 
Pharmacy at the University of Southern 
Denmark, board member, Independent 
Research Fund Denmark. Head of research 
center BioNEC and co-founder of the biotech 
company RiboTask ApS.

Independent Research Fund Denmark finances 
researchers’ work with research questions both 
within and across all research fields. The 
interdisciplinary part is important because 
research across traditional subject areas 
contribute substantially to scientific 
breakthroughs and solutions to complex 
research questions and socially relevant issues. 
The Fund aims to further the opportunities for 
excellent research that explores and utilizes the 
interfaces between subject areas and produces 
scientific outputs in the short or long run – to the 
benefit of Danish businesses and other societal 
sectors. 
 
In 2016, the Fund set up a standing committee, 
the Cross-council Committee, to strengthen 
interdisciplinary research. Naturally, we monitor 
the results of the committee’s work in order to be 
able to adapt our efforts if necessary. 
Furthermore, the Fund’s 84 members possess 
expertise within many different research areas – 
a capacity which is quite unique in the Danish 
research landscape.  
 
The construction of the Fund, with its five 
research councils, ensures that projects can be 
evaluated across multiple councils. At the same 
time, research competencies within each council 
support a qualified assessment of both mono- 
and interdisciplinary research.  
 
It is common practice for interdisciplinary pro-
jects to either shift between councils or to be 
completely accommodated by a single council.  

In addition, the Fund provides an established 
and functioning setup to internationally assess 
research through peer reviews. Profound 
professionalism and a willingness to take risks 
go hand in hand, and they are the core elements 
behind the Fund’s successful financing of 
research that is doing well both internationally 
and at home. 
 
But we want to increase our presence in the 
interdisciplinary front. We have acknowledged 
the added values created by international 
research collaborations and launched a new 
initiative together with NordForsk.  
 
The program stands to produce DKK 130 million 
to innovative, interdisciplinary projects. This is 
very much in line with Horizon 2020 where 
internationalization and interdisciplinary projects 
are of high priority.  
 
This fall, the Fund will be assessing applications 
within the field of artificial intelligence. In the 
process, we will draw on our council members 
as well as national and international forces 
outside the Fund in a new committee of experts.  
 
In this committee, as well as in the general 
selection process, the Fund’s risk-tolerant 
investments create a good framework for 
interdisciplinary research that builds freely on 
various fast-flowing and innovative research 
areas. 
 
This, in turn, will create new visions, new 
knowledge, and new foundations for further 
development and value creation.”
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2018 in Figures

Statement
High Risk 
High Gain

Original 
Ideas

Serving 
Society

About  
the Fund

Key Figures

TOTAL 
APPLICATION
S 2,379

TOTAL GRANTS 414

FUNDS 
REQUESTED 
8.194 BN. DKK.

FUNDS 
GRANTED 
1.179 BN. 
DKK.

SUCCESS 
RATE 14% 
OF 
REQUESTED 
FUNDS
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CLICK HERE TO SEE FULL STATISTICAL REPORT

Key Figures

INDEPENDENT RESEARCH FUND DENMARK 
Expenditure 2018 (m. DKK) 

Expenditure 

OFF I Humanities 122.1 

OFF I Natural Sciences 194.2 

OFF I Social Sciences 91.5 

OFF I Medical Sciences 199. 7 

OFF I Technology and Production Sciences234.0 

Subtotal 841.4 

Danish ERC-programme 9.6 

Cross-council pool 224.9 

Thereof Sapere Aude 191.8 

Non-university Research Education (PhD) 24.0 

Cross-council grants 9.1 
T hematic Research 102. 7 

Total 1,179 

https://dff.dk/aktuelt/publikationer/annual-report-2018-statistics/@@download/file/Annual%20report%202018%20-%20statistics.pdf
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Members of the Board: Søren Kragh Moestrup, Jan Philip Solovej, Anette Warring, David Dreyer Lassen, 
Lone Gram, Tine Bryan Stensbøl, Jesper Wengel og Egon Bech Hansen. Not present: Birgit Schiøtt.

About the Fund

Statement
High Risk 
High Gain

Original 
Ideas

Serving 
Society

2018  
in Figures

Independent Research Fund Denmark in 2019 
Independent Research Fund Denmark’s primary 
task is to promote the most original ideas and 
initiatives in Danish research through carefully 
considered risk-tolerant investments. In 2018, 
the Fund caught and funded 414 initiatives with 
almost DKK 1.2 billion.  
 
The majority of these grants were offered in free 
national competition, without any thematic 
limitations. Scientific quality constitutes the key 
assessment criterion in the Fund's distribution of 
means. In 2018, grants were given out to 
thematic research projects for the first time. The 
Danish National Budget has allocated DKK 103 
million to thematic research projects. The 
government has specified the research areas in 
the RESEARCH2025-catalog.  
 
Independent Research Fund Denmark 
continually strives to create the best conditions 
for independent research in Denmark.  

This happens through research advisory 
services to the Minister for Science, Innovation 
and Higher Education, the Danish Parliament, 
and other authorities seeking the Fund’s 
consultancy. 
 
Independent Research Fund Denmark is 
comprised of nine board members, five research 
councils with 75 members in total, and a 
secretariat with 39 employees.  
 
The board of directors in Independent Research 
Fund Denmark consists of the chairmanship of 
the board and the five chairmen who represent 
each of the Fund’s five research councils: Dorthe 
Gert Simonsen (DFF | Humanities), Michael 
Møller Hansen (DFF | Natural Sciences), Søren 
Serritslew (DFF | Social Sciences), Kirsten 
Grønbæk (DFF | Medical Sciences), and Hanne 
Frøkiær (DFF | Technology and Production 
Sciences).
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