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Abstract 

While priority setting for research, development and innovation (RDI) traditionally focuses on 

which thematic areas should be supported, less is known about how such goals are 

implemented on the agency level. Key challenges are how to translate broad priorities into 

programs and projects, how to govern the knowledge base, and how to handle organizational 

tensions during implementation. Many of these challenges must be addressed by ‘street-level’ 

administrators and agency experts during implementation. We take these agency challenges to 

be of central concern for RDI policy implementation, and propose a process perspective on 

priority setting. We apply this perspective to a case study of the Swedish Energy Agency and 

highlight a number of insights such as the tension between existing organizational capabilities 

and new goals for research and innovation. We argue that these insights are particularly 

relevant to other research funders with a sectoral mandate for example health, defense, or 

agriculture.  
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Introduction 

This paper focuses on the challenges of implementing priorities for research, development and 

innovation (RDI) in government agencies that fund such activities as part of a sector brief, 

e.g. health, energy, defense. Priority-setting refers to those policy processes that steer RDI 

towards specific goals of social and economic relevance. By RDI we mean that part of the 

innovation chain that covers primary knowledge production in the form of basic and applied 

research, technological development and to some extent stimulation of commercialization of 

results and inventions. Previous work on RDI priority setting has focused on the process of 

establishing priorities, or themes, as part of a politically mandated process involving experts 

and users from various sectors. Today, casual observation of almost any sector where 

priorities for RDI are set reveals clear isomorphic tendencies among countries, and 

increasingly, the actual priorities appear to be similar as well.  

Partly a result of this tendency, the methods for selecting thematic priorities are now 

well understood among research policy scholars and policy makers. However, while studies 

have proliferated on foresight and Delphi processes carried out by governments (e.g. Martin 

and Irvine, 1984, Haegeman et al. 2015), less attention has been paid to the conditions for 

implementing priorities on ‘lower’ levels of policy making, e.g. the agency level. This type of 

challenge has been the focus of implementation research in policy studies (e.g. Pressman and 

Wildavsky 1973); however, this latter tradition has rarely focused on either priorities or RDI 

priorities specifically. Typically, implementation studies have highlighted the tension between 

top-down initiatives/policies of national government and the bottom-up or emergent way that 

such policies are carried out (or not carried out) by agencies and ‘street-level bureaucrats’ 

(Lipsky 1981, Sabatier and Mazmanian 1980). Insights from this discussion seem particularly 

pertinent to priority setting in science, because the challenge of resolving top-down/bottom-up 

tensions is most likely to be confronted on the level of the research funding agency. 
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We argue that some of the most important challenges in setting research and 

innovation priorities emerge at the level where technological and socioeconomic themes must 

be implemented or translated into programs, project calls. Further, we note that the 

establishment of agency level processes to carry out these activities is a hitherto under 

researched issue. For this reason, we propose to treat priority setting as an iterative process 

that starts with outlining broad, desired outcomes such as science and technology capacity 

building in certain areas. These general objectives or expected outcomes are later concretized, 

rejected, transformed, and/or specified. This operationalization work is often performed by 

combining inputs from a variety of sources and stakeholders. Thus, one may argue that to 

some extent the outcomes of the priority setting process are emergent as they are the 

cumulative effects of several related actions. We argue that these ‘post-priority’ activities are 

a critical part of the priority setting process itself because they play an important role in 

determining how and whether the Agency in question will be able to achieve its desired 

objectives. One of the key advantages of incorporating these post priority-setting activities 

from the inception is that it introduces some clear expectations of rationality regarding work 

processes, selection criteria and organizational principles that are not readily available in the 

traditional top-down view. We posit that the ‘de facto priorities’ that a given agency 

eventually enacts can be prudently documented and argued as part of a political mandate. For 

the energy sector, which is the focus of this study, such a view coincides with the 

International Energy Agency’s (IEA) proposal that RDI priorities (in the energy field) should 

be justified in terms of national goals, but also be flexible and adaptable to changing needs, 

opportunities, and stakeholder expectations (IEA 2011).  

 The present paper builds on a case study of the Swedish Energy Agency (SEA) and 

demonstrates several aspects of such priority setting processes. SEA, like many of its 

counterparts, is tasked with translating a number of fairly general themes for energy RDI, 
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which are decided by government, into actual programs and projects for research and 

technology. The challenges emerging from this implementation task vividly illustrate central 

process conditions for priority setting. Specifically, this study highlights the challenge of 

building organizational capacity for implementing priorities, while seeking novelty in 

knowledge production, and how this tension affects an agency’s capabilities for governing 

RDI in the sector. The issue of capacity building and the organizational rigidity that it can 

occasion will obviously depend on type of agency, sector and tasks. In a sector specific expert 

agency such as the one in the present study, it is likely that capacity structures will be sticky 

or less malleable because they are rely on deep expertise in those substantial technical areas 

needed to solve sector challenges. In the present case this is illustrated by the fact that the 

main prioritized technical areas that organize expertise and RDI funding have remained the 

same since 2004. At the same time as the Agency needs to maintain and accumulate expertise 

in its field, it has to be able to evaluate and promote new technologies with, sometimes 

radical, energy saving potential. The paper is to a large part addressed to this tension. 

The paper is divided into five sections including the present introduction. In section 

two, we discuss extant relevant literature for a process perspective on priority setting, 

specifically focusing on research priorities and policy implementation, and how these areas 

can benefit from a synthesis. This is followed by a methodological description of the case 

research process in section three. Section four outlines the case study of the priority-setting 

process at the Swedish Energy Agency and the central tensions/challenges observed there. 

Section five contains an analysis of the case and key insights and implications from the case 

for priority setting at the agency level. 

 

Implementing priorities for RDI – issues and challenges 

Priority setting in RDI 
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Priority setting has been described as a way for policy makers to focus investments in RDI as 

part of strategic framework, or simply as ‘highlighting issues for attention’ (Stewart 1995, 

Grupp et al. 2009, Fisher and Maricle 2015). Priority setting may also be seen as an activity 

which creates both rationale and visibility for policy by identifying and highlighting policy 

mechanisms and signaling funding shifts (Barré 2008). Several attempts have been made to 

categorize priorities and priority setting processes, but the most common emphasize priorities 

relating to the policy system rather than just science and technology topics or fields. OECD 

(1991) for instance, identified three types of priorities: thematic priorities (fields of science 

and technology), mission oriented priorities (social-economic and technological goals), and 

functional priorities (the characteristics of the science and innovation system). The first 

represents traditional thematic R&D priorities and the second is more about social challenges 

already defined using the notion of sector. The last focuses on those factors that affect how 

value is created from research and the factors that may impede or facilitate the ability of the 

system to realize value from its investments in research.  

A later study, (OECD, 2009) suggests that a priority setting process can be described 

by referring to types of priorities (thematic priorities, scientific, technological, societal), levels 

of priorities (e.g. national, regional, agency), and the nature of the priority setting process 

(top-down, bottom-up, degree of formalization, mechanisms, etc). This way of describing the 

process captures the main variables involved, however it does not recognize that most if not 

all priority setting processes in fact span several levels, involve more than one type of priority 

and include several sub-processes. Bosin (1992) offers a way of describing priority setting 

that takes its point of departure in the policy process. He suggests that the process should be 

understood from the point of view of (1) a triggering event, or the particular ‘push’ behind the 

priority. This can include fiscal crisis, issues/crisis related to the agency’s constituency, 

windows of opportunity that present themselves to the agency; (2) the time available to 
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establish priorities; and (3) the kind of decisions priorities support once they are established 

(e.g. allocation of funds, policy decisions, organization etc). From the point of view of 

diagnosing the strengths and weaknesses of priority setting processes and its location in a 

larger context, this typology probably offers more than that outlined in  OECD (2009), not 

least because these aspects highlight the processes or event chains that affect priority setting 

and implementation. 

 Stewart (1995) attempted to identify those aspects of priority setting that might enable 

a more systemic or process understanding and argued that one needs to recognize who is 

making the choices; what incentives confront them; and at what level they operate. These 

questions in turn yield three types of systemic priority setting models: user based (which are 

typically decentralized and may be short sighted and biased in terms of needs); institutional 

(organizational boundaries and disciplines affect how priorities are set, and organizations and 

institutions can cause priorities to be set in a certain way); and political (bargaining taking 

over priorities from supra political levels, e.g. the EU). Processes and structures of the system 

‘set priorities’ through their modes of operation. Stewart highlighted these aspects of priority 

setting by using the term ‘structural priorities’, which refers to the conscious or implicit 

choices which affect the relationship between parts of the research system rather than simply 

choice of R&D activities.  

This systemic or structural take on priority setting is a way of making visible how 

traditional R&D priorities depend on many interacting factors of the policy system and as a 

result must also be concerned with those systemic factors. In this study, we will take the 

systemic nature of the priority setting process as our point of departure. We highlight how 

priority setting is, on the one hand, an interplay between priorities for knowledge production 

and, on the other, the result of implicit priorities regarding administrative and political 

pathways to satisfy those needs on the agency level. This view on priority setting – that it 
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spans several policy levels and involves structural and organizational priorities that include 

several sub-processes -- suggests that priority implementation should be brought to the 

forefront. In the next section we take a look at some of the salient issues emerging from the 

field of implementation research, to see how these can help advance the study of priorities 

from this perspective. 

 

Implementation and implementability 

Implementation research has often tended to focus more on outcomes and intermediate 

outputs than on the processes and structures of the implementing agency. Pressman and 

Wildavsky (1973) for example refer to implementation as ”the ability to forge […] links in the 

causal chain so as to obtain desired results” (p. xv). This focus on fulfilment of preset 

outcomes has been referred to as the top-down approach to implementation, since it has 

tended to concentrate on identifying factors, that if present, would increase the likelihood of 

success of already established outcomes (Koontz and Newig 2014). The top-down approach 

naturally tended to favor a design perspective on policy, where the implementing agency pre-

structures an implementation ‘path’, and must then ensure among other things, that there are 

clear directives, adequate resources  and communication channels, (Sabatier and Mazmanian 

1980; Koontz and Newig 2014).  

In the bottom-up (decentralized) or ‘mixed’ view, certain constraints are imposed from 

the top, but implementing actors (e.g. agencies/administrators) as well as stakeholders, may 

interpret these constraints in a fashion that would align them with their own interests, limits 

and opportunities (Goggin et al. 1990, Long and Franklin 2004). One may also discuss this in 

terms of the degree to which responsibility for implementation is (de)centralized and whether 

strategy formulation and implementation are distinct and sequential or intertwined activities 

(Andrews et al. 2011, Long and Franklin 2004). A now common view of the implementation 
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process is that it unfolds though bargaining with among affected actors, where those affected 

by the policy often have a significant influence on its success (e.g. Kiser 1984). The concept 

of ‘co-production’ has been coined to describe this mutual negotiation of policy outcomes 

between policymakers and other stakeholders (see e.g. Hanf 1993). The influence of street 

level bureaucrats (see Lipsky 1980) and clients on the implementation chain increases 

uncertainty about the policy-output-outcome linkage. Increasing influence tends to make 

outputs and outcomes more difficult to predict. The solution is usually posed in terms of a 

more deliberate and inclusive implementation process, but for some policies, the very early 

phases of agenda setting and policy formulation must also be considered as important sites for 

such co-production. 

 While context and inclusion of stakeholders are increasingly emphasized, so too is the 

possibility to model an implementation process according to a policy or program theory. Seen 

from this perspective, implementation may be likened to a process of policy realization that 

depends on some theoretical assumptions or a theoretically elaborated implementation chain 

(Shea 2011). Several authors (e.g. Winter 2007, Shea 2011) address the need to move from 

broad frameworks to contextually sensitive middle-level theory, to address the specific 

challenges that confront implementation on the organizational level. Contextual factors such 

as an agency’s organizational characteristics and the dispositions of the implementing staff 

affect responses to a new program or policy. Coleman et al. (2010), and also Newman (2013) 

point to the local sense-making that is required to integrate memos from above with 

contextual conditions and unexpected and changing circumstances. They further contend that  

adaptation often requires substantial creativity and innovation from local policy actors.  

The challenge in all this is of course how to marry the insight that implementation is a 

socially complex, emerging process with the ambition to understand it theoretically and 

eventually capture this in an explicable model of some kind. The consensus today seems to be 
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that there is no single ‘best’ model for implementation, but that success is essentially 

dependent on policy type and other contextual factors (Long and Franklin 2004). One central 

factor, which by its very nature is contextual, is that of the ‘tractability of the problem’ 

(Mazmanian and Sabatier 1983), or the extent to which it is possible to define and structure 

the policy challenge addressed by a program. This can vary with policy and sector 

characteristics. Some problems resist structuring more than others, and in effect the associated 

policies become harder to implement for reasons such as e.g. the ambiguity of the policy and 

its objects/constituency (Matland 1995). Problem tractability is a challenge for RDI priority 

setting in particular, since in this field the causal connections between research funding and 

social outcomes seem especially difficult to theorize and predict. 

It is important to note that ‘implementability’ depends on intrinsic policy 

characteristics, context and implementation phases. For example, science policy, health policy 

and energy policy exist in multi-stakeholder contexts with many contradictory demands. 

However, given agreement on outcomes, the theory underlying the implementation chains in 

science, health and energy is likely to differ substantially in terms of complexity as well as 

content. Therefore, we endorse the call by Shea (2011) for stronger middle-level theory. The 

present paper is an attempt to capture those organizational and epistemic factors affecting the 

actual policy process, rather than trying to establish any broad framework with 10 or 15 

‘universal factors’ that ‘typically’ predicts implementation success in ‘any’ program. Instead 

we recognize that the RDI field faces specific challenges (context sensitivity) and that the 

type of challenges that occur depend on the phase of implementation within an agency 

(process sensitivity) and its sector characteristics. 

 

Method 

Overall design and case rationale 
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The overall ambition of the study was to identify ways in which priority setting was 

implemented as part of an organizational effort. Further, we sought to establish the means by 

which dependencies were forged between the knowledge elements of priorities and the social 

elements of organizational choice. The Swedish Energy Agency was selected as the case 

study because of its substantial experience with priority setting and with forging 

organizational solutions to accommodate priorities (fuller description of the Agency is found 

below in the results section). The case study employs an inductive, explorative case design 

(Yin 2003) where the Agency itself and the Swedish policy landscape for energy R&D 

constitute the case context, and the units of analysis are the processes and organizational 

structures involved in enacting/implementing priorities. Although the study focuses on the 

‘street level’ (i.e. administrative staff and experts), we also studied energy policy documents 

from the EU and national policy levels in order to understand the systemic properties of 

priority implementation. 

 

Data collection 

We derived the general description of the Agency and policy context from three sources: EU 

and national policy documents, agency level documentation and interviews. We conducted 

semi-structured interviews with 25 Agency employees over a period of eight months. These 

persons were selected on the basis of their administrative and executive centrality in 

programs, program boards and selection processes for R&D projects. We also asked 

interviewees to identify other individuals who were central to the Agency’s internal priority 

work (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981). All interviewees were or had previously been in charge 

of program calls, worked with developing priorities for the agency and/or interpreting and 

executing priorities within programs and calls for their area of expertise (e.g. energy systems, 

power distribution, transport etc.).  
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Interviews were conducted over phone and face-to-face, and lasted for about one hour 

on average. Questions covered the main topic of the study, viz. background questions 

regarding position, work tasks and time in the organization, followed by substantive questions 

that focused on priority setting activities, implementation of priorities within their subareas, 

organizational aspects (e.g. barriers and facilitators) for such implementation, criteria 

employed and their efficacy, and in what ways the existing processes facilitated the aims of 

the Agency. The interviewees were given freedom to decide in what direction they wanted the 

interview to go, and what was important, however the general topic was kept in focus all 

through the interviews. We recorded and transcribed the interviews verbatim. 

 

Analysis 

We analysed the transcripts using a criteria driven coding approach known as ‘template 

analysis’ (King 1998), in which short analytical summaries in the form of key words and 

phrases are attached to segments of transcript texts. These segments are identified on the basis 

of the researchers’ interests, in this case with regard to conditions, activities and outcomes of 

the confluence of priority setting and organizational factors accounted for by the interviewee. 

These summaries were clustered hierarchically to make up higher order themes (see also 

Strauss and Corbin 1990). The analysis resulted in a number of higher-order factors that 

mapped onto the accounts provided by the interviewees in the form of key dimensions or 

tensions present in their experiences of priority setting. These were the tensions between: 

x Epistemic and organizational aspects of priority setting (in the case this is illustrated 

by the way in which knowledge production and organizational arrangements hang 

together); 
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x horizontal and vertical organizational integration and disintegration (in the case this 

is illustrated by the way units struggle to coordinate priorities between them as well as 

the challenge of translating top-level priorities into low level operational outcomes); 

x contingency and necessity of criteria for choice (this relates to how far program staff 

can tweak priorities in new directions), and  

x novelty and permanence/stability as organizational requirement or constraints on 

priority setting (this is reflected in the case by the tension between investing in risky 

new projects and exploiting existing knowledge and competence.  

These themes were taken to represent the central insights from the study. In order to provide a 

contextual account, the authors ‘re-contextualized’ these themes into the analytical case 

narrative below, where the themes are presented and explained in relation to each other and 

the greater organizational context where they had played out. We have chosen to present the 

results as an analytical case study and to use short narrative vignettes taken from the 

interviews to support and exemplify selected tenets in the analytical case. The (three) 

vignettes are intended to capture and emphasize different aspects of the four tensions above. 

 

Priority setting at the Swedish Energy Agency 

The Swedish Energy Agency (SEA) is a public agency with overall responsibility for 

promoting the development of a sustainable energy system. SEA is the main public funding 

body for energy relevant research and innovation, providing expert advice on energy related 

issues to the Ministry of Energy and Environment and representing Sweden in international 

collaborations. The Swedish research funding landscape consists of several funders both 

public and private. In table 1, we provide a schematic typology of the most important public 

funders. The funding landscape is heterogeneous but public funders may be roughly 

categorized into two types: sectoral agencies (energy, environment) and research councils.  



. 
 

Table 1: Research funders according to activities and type 
 
Organization Activities   Type 

Swedish Energy Agency 

Research funding, business 
development, network building, 
statistics, evaluation and governance of 
energy R&D 

Sector Agency 

Swedish Research Council for Health, 
Working life and Welfare, FORTE 

Funds basic and applied research on 
health and health care, working life and 
work organisation, welfare including 
social policy and social work.  
Other activities include research 
communication and evaluation 

Research Council   

Swedish Research Council, Formas 

Basic and applied research to promote 
sustainable development 
Main tasks: research funding and 
communication of research results 

Research council 

Swedish Environmental Protection Agency  
Research funding, statistics, evaluation 
and governance of R&D on 
environmental protection 

Sector agency  

Swedish national space board 
Research, development and other work 
connected to Swedish space and remote 
sensing 

Sector agency 

Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency 

International research support for 
development work and support to 
Swedish R&D on development 
cooperation 

Sector agency 

Swedish Radiation Safety Authority 
Funding, statistics, evaluation and 
governance of R&D on radiation 
protection 

Sector agency  

Swedish Research Council  

Funds basic research in all scientific 
areas, statistics and analysis, evaluation 
and research policy advice, research 
communication  

Research council 

Swedish Innovation Agency (VINNOVA) 

Development of Sweden’s innovation 
system in order to promote sustainable 
economic growth 
Main tasks: Research and innovation 
funding and network building 

Sector agency 

 

Research councils are those organizations which have research funding and activities 

associated to it as their primary task.  Single sector or sectoral funders are those agencies for 

which research funding is not their main task but is a nevertheless a central activity and for 

which there is a substantial budget. Apart from the Swedish Research Council which funds 

basic research from all disciplines, funders cannot be differentiated in terms of the type of 

research they fund (basic, applied, strategic). Instead, the majority of funders have portfolios 

that include the full range of types of research from basic to applied research. Most funders 
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even include proof of concept funding in their portfolios.  Sectoral agencies exist in many 

other countries and contexts and it is generally so that it is the same areas e.g. health, 

agriculture, energy, defense that are organized in this fashion.  

 SEA is also charged with managing climate policy instruments such as the Emissions 

Trading and Electrical Certificate Systems. It has an annual budget of approximately €140m. 

at its disposal for funding energy relevant research and innovation. SEA’s funding mandate 

includes strategic and applied research, technological development and support for new 

companies in the energy sector.  

The process of setting priorities employed by SEA consists of at least three layers: the 

EU directives as outlined in the Strategic Energy Technology Plan (SET); the national energy 

bill (Energipropositionen) and FOKUS, which is the agency’s own priority setting document. 

In addition, the government issues an annual steering directive to its agencies, which 

represents an important input into SEA’s priority process. This case description will omit the 

priority setting process that culminates in the SET. However, the priorities outlined in SET 

constitute one of the inputs for the national priorities. The national process takes place every 

four years and is typically done in parallel with the general process of setting priorities for the 

public research system. The main reason for this is that the Energy Agency’s R&D priorities 

are part of the inputs to the National Research Bill.    

SEA uses a combination of top down and bottom up processes for deciding on 

priorities. The two top down inputs originate from the SET and six broad technology areas 

derived from the agency’s own priority process, and form a point of departure for the priority 

setting process. The Agency has institutionalized a process for setting priorities which 

includes stakeholder consultation organized around these six thematic technology areas (in 

2015 this included transport, biofuels, buildings, energy systems, energy intensive industry, 

power systems). Rather than employing a broad Delphi-type consultation process, the Agency 
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selects a limited number of stakeholder representatives from the business, research and public 

sector communities with expertise and knowledge in these technology areas, and invite them 

to participate in what are called development platforms (Utvecklingsplattformar or ‘UPs’). 

The development platforms represent an important pillar of the priority setting process and a 

pivotal point for the implementation work that comes in the wake of priority setting. 

Development platforms bring together the most important Agency and non-Agency sources of 

expertise in the technology areas. UPs typically prepare a report outlining potential future 

developments in their respective areas of expertise based on inputs from scenario exercises 

that are developed by the SEA, the UPs own expertise and other expert sources. Currently, 

SEA has generated a number of scenarios about energy development after 2020 and these are 

used as part of the briefing process to the UPs. The time horizon for the UPs is the same as 

that for the entire priority setting process, i.e. four years. The UPs are usually quite loosely 

formulated, in order to create enough flexibility for adjustments along the way to account for 

unexpected or new developments that occur before the end of the four-year period.  

 Once the UP reports have been drafted, they are used to inform the actual priority 

setting which is performed by SEA itself, for example via budget allocation to the various 

units, program formulation and project calls. This is a process that requires that the Agency’s 

staff distill the main messages from the UPs that resonate with the other inputs to the priority 

process referred to earlier. Agency staff also have to decide to what degree outlier issues 

should be included, or disregarded, in the collective list of priorities that emerges from the 

priority setting exercise. Once this list is finalized, SEA prepares a synthetic narrative which 

motivates and outlines the priorities chosen, in the light of the Agency’s brief and the state of 

the art in energy policy. This document is called FOKUS and is the main source of 

information about priorities that will be outlined in the coming Energy Bill. The Energy Bill 

is the higher level document and is the basis on which SEA’s R&D budget for the four-year 
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period will be decided by Parliament. FOKUS is also the policy document that SEA uses for 

operational work, and the Agency considers it a tool relevant on a strategic as well as a day-

to-day operational level. SEA staff and leadership share the view that FOKUS provides 

credibility and legitimacy to the Agency’s work. This is seen as stemming from the fact that 

FOKUS is anchored in expertise and stakeholder consultation as well as providing a concise 

account of the Agency’s program of work for the four-year period. 

Once RDI priorities are set and embodied in the FOKUS report, the tasks of 

implementing these fall to staff at SEA’s research and innovation unit (RI). The entire RI unit 

is organized around the UPs. This means that this part of the organization mirrors the 

prioritized areas represented in the UPs. RI employees are charged with translating the 

priorities outlined in the FOKUS report and the background UP documents into individual 

research calls and routines for selection among project proposals from the research 

community. For example, RI staff working in the section for “fuel research and development” 

would typically be responsible for dealing with calls and other funding issues related to fuel. 

The following narrative offered by one programme manager illustrates how higher level UP 

priorities are translated and tweaked into concrete issues for research in the priority area 

’energy efficiency in buildings’: 

We have a large network in the energy efficient building community. Through this 

network it has come to our attention that the building conservation requirements are a barrier 

for implementing energy efficiency measures.  Based on this information, I looked for more 

input on this issue … I checked renovation strategies for example, did analyses of the 

incentive structures for construction. I tried to make an inventory of barriers and knowledge 

gaps. I also looked at the Development Platforms [UPs] to see if they take up issues relevant to 

this. The Development Platforms are on a completely different level. My sense is that they do 

not address concrete issues like this. They deal with issues like technology, building as a 

system, etc. They treat issues of another character. I think of more concrete issues such as 
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‘why do we have these barriers and what can we do about them?’. The idea that drives my 

translation of the priorities in the Development Platforms into research calls is that the 

research that the call elicits should lead to results that can be put into practical use.  

In some cases the development of programs and calls require inter-agency cooperation. 

SEA collaborates with among others, the Transport Agency, VINNOVA, and the Swedish 

Research Council Formas. VINNOVA is the agency responsible for funding applied research 

and university-industry-public sector collaboration and Formas is a research council dedicated 

to funding interdisciplinary research on environmental and related issues. SEA’s collaboration 

with these agencies would typically focus on overlap areas e.g. transport and energy. 

Additionally, SEA may in such cases not always be the lead agency, i.e. the actor which 

performs program formulation, project selection and funding.  Figure 1 illustrates the main 

components of this process and the most important flows of influence.  

Figure 1: The SEA priority process 
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Below we provide an account of some of the tensions experienced in aligning the organization 

of the priority setting and implementation and translating this outcome into research calls and 

project funding.   

A key implementation challenge reported by Agency staff is to ensure that the funded 

projects reflect a common view on the priorities outlined in the Energy Bill and the 

Development Platforms. This is a challenge of vertically integrating the overall FOKUS 

priorities with the units’ program priorities and its program calls (as well as with subsequent 

project selection).  A second central implementation challenge is to ensure that all the 

Agency’s units share a common view and understanding of what is entailed by the priorities. 

This challenge relates to the problem of ensuring that the Agency units, as well as programs 

within units, integrate the priorities horizontally, with only necessary discrepancies in terms 

of field/technology specificities and availability of research performers. Aligning projects and 

priorities is further complicated by the fact that even if all goes according to plan, the quality 

of the priorities and eventually the projects funded are to some extent dependent on the 

quality of the Agency’s own knowledge base. For this reason, staff felt that vertical and 

horizontal integration were goals that were only reachable in so far as the Agency’s 

knowledge base was reflective of the state of the art in energy research.  

The requirement for horizontal and vertical integration has additional impacts on other 

levels of the implementation process. For instance, Agency staff reflected on the need to align 

research portfolios with the development platforms. However, this approach has the potential 

to create segmentation between platforms if staff are not mindful. Agency staff reported that 

any potential risks in this respect could be overcome through dialogue and collaboration 

across these areas. It was not apparent however, how such dialogue should be organized or 

which issues should be prioritized for this collaboration. There is no separate prioritization 

process for cross-platform collaboration at the present time. To the extent that this exists, it 
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depends on personal networks within the Agency and there is some difficulty in 

conceptualizing how it could be captured and institutionalized. The following quote from a 

program manager in the area of power networks illustrates how UP-priorities expand and drift 

through the implementation process, as a result of knowledge development, networking and 

re-organizing of units.  

One of my colleagues had been contemplating whether we should invest more in issues relevant 

to balance and storage in the power network. We tried to figure out what areas would be related 

to this topic in the broadest sense. - Which areas related to this topic, and do we already have 

activities; what are the research challenges, what are the most difficult obstacles that we have to 

surmount to achieve our ambition of 100% renewable electricity?  Once we took on this 

initiative, we did a literature overview and read reports on challenges in the power network area. 

Of course, we used the Development Platforms [UPs] in this work, but we looked a lot at 

material from outside of the agency. We looked at how other organizations were working with 

these questions in order to get an overview of how we should position ourselves. -What 

challenges do they identify as the most important? Then, as a result of a large reorganization at 

the agency, the work changed. The colleague I was collaborating with on this project was 

transferred to another department and began to work with other colleagues who were focusing 

on transport and smart cities. We got new influences from their work. What had started as a 

project on storage/balance developed into larger questions from a user perspective and not just 

the power system. Our focus was broadened to include how the different parts of the energy 

system related to each other.  

Given that the formal organization of the Agency mirrors the development platforms, 

incremental adjustments of new priorities as well as the introduction of cross cutting themes 

(e.g., Sustainable Development) can create a situation where the organizational structure is 

misaligned with the macro level priorities. This suggests that the organizational structure may 

need continuous readjustment. The principle for such adjustments however, outside of the 
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regular four-year priority cycle, are not formally established but rather enacted from case to 

case on the discretion of the units. 

While horizontal and vertical integration bring with them specific challenges, the 

funding process is not without its own special dilemmas. For instance, SEA’s project portfolio 

must fulfill a double function. On one hand it must give rise to calls that in their turn would 

attract projects that can fill key knowledge gaps described in the Energy Bill. On the other 

hand, the project portfolio must also contribute to updating SEA’s own stock of knowledge. 

Agency staff contended that meeting these two goals involved juggling two types of tensions. 

The first of these may be referred to as a tension between energy relevance and business 

relevance. This relates to the requirement that all SEA funded projects should meet the criteria 

of energy relevance and relevance to business. Energy relevance is defined as research that 

has the potential to contribute to restructuring the energy system while business relevance 

refers to the potential for industrial/commercial application. The notion of energy relevance 

may appear straightforward but in practice is interpretatively flexible and multi-dimensional. 

This implies that the definition will vary across the breadth of the Agency’s research 

portfolio. Even once the criterion of energy relevance is applied, the translation of top 

priorities into programs and project calls creates new translational challenges across the 

Agency since different functional units conceive ‘energy relevance’ differently, or at least put 

different emphases on its various instantiations.  

Agency staff raised the issue that there are often cases where a project may be energy relevant 

but does not have a clear recipient in the business sector. SEA’s task as a funder also includes 

building and maintaining capacity in energy relevant research in Sweden. This mandate may 

very well include funding research that is not in line with current business interests. It may for 

instance be about developing absorptive capacity in an energy field where Sweden may only 

be a consumer, rather than a producer, of new knowledge and technology, or to invest in new, 
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risky energy technology projects. This tension is essentially one between longer and shorter 

term pay-offs for the system and, relatedly, how the Agency should trade-off the need for 

persisting along certain technological paths and the possible benefits of renewal from trying 

out new areas of research. The tension was expressed by Agency staff in terms that strict 

definitions of energy relevance can bias the funding towards those researchers who have 

invested the time in articulating their research in terms of the priorities reflected in the Energy 

Bill and the Development Platforms. SEA staff felt that it was important to encourage this 

while at the same time provide opportunities at the level of research calls to ensure renewal 

and work against path dependencies.   

The following quote illustrates how Agency staff used multiple sources of inspiration to 

develop priorities in the areas of marine energy, a field where there was not much experience 

or prior investment before the Agency’s involvement, and which can therefore be considered 

a path-breaking trajectory in the Swedish context. 

The challenge with the Development Platform [UP] reports has been that they often do not 

contain any real prioritization but are more like a table of contents for each area where there is 

Swedish competence. One did not really dare to prioritize in the earlier versions of the UPs. 

About a year ago, we began to make inventories of potential applicants and what needs they 

may have. We commissioned a consultancy and had two workshops where we invited everyone 

who could have some input on marine energy. We even did a survey. Once the inventory was 

complete, we at the Agency ran with the issue ourselves and concluded that we could create a 

common programme for all the initiatives in the area. We created an external planning group 

with representatives from other governmental agencies and from some of the energy companies. 

The energy firms gave us inputs on a more general level about what was needed. It helped to 

make the issue more concrete for us and we could use this as a point of departure for sketching 

out the needs in the sector. During the period from Summer to Fall we worked on describing the 

programme and lobbying for it within the Agency.  



. 
 

 

The second type of tension was that between the preferences of researchers and the 

knowledge needs of the Agency. This tension often emerges when SEA attempts to 

commission research to inform its own internal needs. Some examples are research overviews 

of the state of the art in a particular area, evaluations or focused investigations of a particular 

energy issue.1 In some of these instances, staff indicated that there can be a conflict between 

the academic system’s incentive structure and the type of research that could meet the energy 

policy relevance criterion. The science system rewards novelty and rigor, and researchers are 

dependent on publication in order to maintain their scientific credibility. This may mean not 

only seeking novelty but also sticking with a particular theoretical perspective and not 

changing one’s area of empirical application too quickly. Agency knowledge needs are often 

misaligned with these particular aspects of academic tradition in that policymakers want a fair 

and summary overview of all relevant perspectives on a particular issue. Likewise, the 

scientific requirements for validity differ from that of the policy sphere. This means that in 

some cases, a perspective that may not be fit for purpose for science may be acceptable or 

‘good enough’ for policy. It can often be challenging to get researchers to compete to perform 

these types of research tasks.  

 

Discussion 

This study investigates organizational conditions for implementing RDI priorities in the 

energy sector by identifying a number of tensions present in balancing thematic or topic 

selection and organizational capacities and processes. Generally, RDI priority setting is an 

outcome of the interplay between priorities for knowledge production on the one hand, and 

the structural conditions that govern the administrative context in which it takes place on the 
                                                                 
1 It is important to note here that the public R&D structure in Sweden is such that universities are the main 
research performing bodies because there are very few research institutes. This means that new research cannot 
be strictly commissioned, but usually is dependent on calls of a fairly open nature to which researchers respond. 
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other. The process of priority setting and implementation appears to involve a cycle that 

includes discovery, selection, rejection/reprioritization and retention, expansion or drift of 

thematic areas. For want of a better term we refer to this activity as thematic prioritization. 

Much of the literature converges on the insight that RDI priority setting and implementation 

emphasizes both functional and thematic priorities (e.g. OECD 1991). Our case is no 

exception in this respect. In fact, our case study shows that this particular feature is amplified 

because of the focus on the translation of thematic priorities into organizational structures and 

processes.  

The present case illustrates how the translation of thematic into organizational or 

functional priorities takes at least two routes. The first is those incremental changes necessary 

for the organization that results from specifications, revisions and tweaking of the thematic 

priorities in order to accommodate contextual requirements. This discretionary space may 

emanate from the political context: policies enacted by governments are often too vague to 

generate any clear options for how they are going to be implemented and such vagueness may 

be a requirement for getting them passed (Nakamura & Smallwood, 1980). Slight changes in 

the research funding landscape outside of the Agency may prompt adjustments in the research 

community that in turn may affect the Agency’s way of working. More radical changes may 

occur if a decision is taken to introduce an altogether new thematic priority or to remove an 

existing priority. Every change will require tweaking of the organizational arrangements 

necessary for enacting the new or revised priority, such as new units, programs and project 

calls, as well as new combinations of competence.  Thus, one may contend that the cycle of 

thematic prioritization triggers or necessitates a cycle of organizational prioritization. 

Incremental tweaking and reprioritizations of this kind offer the implementing agency certain 

freedoms of choice, as new goals have to be creatively forged into existing frameworks and 

intertwined into current priorities (cf. O’Toole 1989). This in turn devolves responsibilities 
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for prioritization from the top to the ‘street-level’ (Andrews et al. 2011, Long and Franklin 

2004), and usually make them in tune with what can be done. 

A second respect in which thematic RDI priorities enact organizational structures is 

that once a topic or theme is selected as a priority, the agency (as well as the relevant research 

community) will develop capacity in this area, which in turn will make de-prioritization 

difficult. There are generic solutions to this problem such as restricting the degree of 

investment, setting a time frame for each priority area or providing alternative sources of 

funding to the area in question. All of these are in some respects suboptimal since once the 

agency stops prioritizing a particular area, it is only a matter of time before the associated 

competence is lost to the Agency. As a legacy field with strong path dependencies, energy is 

particularly susceptible to this type of dilemma because of the scale of investment in terms of 

time and money required to build support for systemic renewal (Bonvillian and van Atta 

2011). Competence retention is therefore often a strategic priority both for the Agency and for 

the nation, and priority setting needs to be understood as a process of simultaneously selecting 

areas of support and institutions for promoting diffusion and use. The links between 

implementation and institutional structure has been explored by Ayers and Marsh (2013) and 

Exworthy and Powell, (2004) and corresponds to the notion of supporting systemic priorities, 

developed by Stewart (1995).  

The analysis has so far focused on some of the challenges and tensions in translating 

thematic choices into organizational solutions to enact these choices. Having done that, one 

may now fruitfully identify how these tensions present themselves in the unfolding of a 

priority setting cycle: from identification of new areas to their organizational integration and 

finally their deprioritization. In the next section of this discussion we look closer at what this 

type of interpretation can reveal. 
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Balancing novelty and capacity in the prioritization cycle 

The process of enacting priorities in an agency such as the above serves a double function: 

realizing top-down priorities and building a competence base in the organization as well as 

nationally. One might speculate, as we have, that these two goals can come into tension. This 

is particularly so when one considers  the potentially expanding and development oriented 

effects of the first goal compared to the cementing or cumulative implications of the second. 

The cycles of thematic and organizational (de)prioritization require an appropriate balance 

between the level of novelty of topics and an agency’s capacity to implement topics. Ideally 

this balance should be conceived in terms of accepting novelty to the extent that capacity for 

priority implementation can be secured, while at the same time not sacrificing opportunities 

for learning and developing capacity on the basis of new path-breaking topics. Figure 2 

illustrates this dynamic in terms of a ‘prioritization cycle’, and will serve as a guide for the 

rest of the discussion. 

 

Figure 2: The prioritization cycle – thematic to organizational prioritization 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Deprioritization 
 

Novelty high/capacity low 

Discover 
New possibly relevant topics 
with few current possibilities 
of being absorbed and 
strengthened by the Agency 
 

Novelty high/capacity high 

Explore 
New topics where the Agency 
has capacity to reinforce and 
implement across units 
 

Novelty low/capacity low 

Delegate  
Established areas that are 
well understood and where 
the Agency has no current 
need for capacity 
 

Novelty low/capacity high 

Uphold 
Relevant but staple areas 
where the Agency has 
already built substantial 
capacity and 
implementation structures 
 

Thematic 
prioritization 

 

Organizational 
prioritization 

 



. 
 

As can be gleaned from the figure, novelty is increased as one moves from the bottom to the 

top and agency capacity is expected to intensify from left to right. New knowledge areas have 

to be identified and selected (thematic prioritization) and then integrated into the organization 

via implementation structures (organizational prioritization). Some topics will end up being 

dropped after a period, or delegated to other actors e.g. the market (deprioritization). In what 

follows we will look closer at some of the insights from the case in terms of the pull between 

novelty and capacity that the model suggests.  

As illustrated in figure 2 balancing novelty and capacity building may be depicted as 

the challenge of moving from the discovery of new topics (upper left corner ) to the selection 

of new topics (upper right corner ) and then further down to upholding topics by 

institutionalizing them into the agency (lower right corner ). The case shows how this process 

is a matter of balancing the need for thematic novelty with the building and availability of 

agency capacity for enacting priorities. These moves thus require the agency to address the 

tension between consistency and renewal, or between exploration of new paths and 

exploitation of existing capabilities in relation to what it and, by extension the research field, 

is capable of doing (cf. March, 1991). The first is that of realizing new thematic priorities by 

means of funding research and development, and the concomitant refocusing of effort 

required to translate new thematic priorities into programs. The second concerns the long-

term development and exploitation of organizational competences. While the first dimension 

aims at creating new knowledge, the second tends towards deepening and reinforcement of 

existing capacity. As we have discussed above, these moves may be achieved by focusing or 

reformulating priorities in terms that the agency has the potential to enact. From one 

perspective this involves a process of ‘reformulation’ where priorities handed-down via the 

government brief are tinkered with and reinterpreted to suit agency expectations and abilities 

(Goggin et al. 1990). Such reformulation is well-known and occurs without exception in the 
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national adaptation of EU polices (Lampinen and Uusikylä 1998), and the conditions for this 

are easily observed on the agency level. It is of course important to note that all RDI funding 

agencies are not likely to engage in such adaptations. While some adaptation no doubt applies 

across government agencies, it is more likely to occur in single sector, expert heavy agencies, 

since they often have to (re)structure their competence according to typical sector challenges 

which are not always anticipated by governments and experts in the field, and they also have 

the capacity to make such choices discretionary. Some examples of sectors where this applies 

strongly are health, agriculture and defence. In general terms, whether such an iterative, 

capacity shifting approach are going to work better than top-down approach is likely 

dependent on how an agency correctly assesses and reacts to the need for working in this way. 

The case vividly illustrates how such an adaptive  process involves substantial knowledge 

acquisition and integration, where bureaucrats and experts assimilate various forms of 

knowledge – scientific, technological and administrative-political – in the policy process in a 

fashion that fits the agency (cf. Freeman 2007 for an account of such ‘epistemic bricolage’). 

The case study illustrated this latter process in terms of vertical and horizontal alignment. 

Vertical integration describes the degree of complementarity between characteristics of the 

knowledge area (specialization, complexity, maturity, availability of competent performers 

etc.) and agency capacities. This relates to the conditions for ‘thematic integration’ vertically, 

or whether the agency is able to enact those priorities that are already specified within its 

competence set. Horizontal integration concerns the degree to which the agency is able to 

combine resources across the organization in order to translate new thematic challenges into 

research programming, given that such topics was often perceived to fall between the 

functional units/areas. 

In terms of applying criteria for selection, the balancing act reiterates the two 

conflicting dimensions discussed so far. An example of the tension between realizing thematic 
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priorities and building capacity is mirrored in the Agency’s meta-priority ‘energy relevance’, 

which implies the double mission of industry innovation (e.g. new knowledge, competitive 

advantages on the firm level) and national capacity building (e.g. distribution of knowledge 

and strengthening of existing trajectories). Meta-priorities of this kind are clearly necessary to 

motivate decisions and implement strategy, but they are usually abstract enough to lead to 

tensions in terms of how priorities are operationalized. This is illustrated in the case where 

energy relevance is interpreted both in terms of building industrial capacity and increasing 

general energy competence, but without recognizing the need for resolving conflicts between 

the two.  

The ambiguity of a criterion such as energy relevance is a double edged sword. On one 

hand, it is functional in providing freedom for Agency staff to translate top priorities into 

research calls. On the other hand, this freedom implies that several definitions of energy 

relevance co-exist in the Agency and that functional units may differ in the emphasis they 

play on one or the other definition of energy relevance. Thus, the ambiguity of the energy 

relevance criterion may inadvertently present an obstacle to connecting the different levels of 

the policy process (Peters and Pierre 2001). A unitary but diversely operationalized concept of 

energy relevance, might create horizontal and vertical integration in the implementation 

process, and thereby help in realizing priorities while building capacity. 

Finally, in the context of moving from the top to the bottom-right quadrant, aligning 

existing project portfolios with new priorities might in fact lead to fragmentation and 

undermine the ability to address new cross-cutting topics. The basis for integration of new 

priorities – i.e., what questions should be asked when integrating across platforms and how to 

select projects that emerge in between priorities/units – requires its own priority setting 

criteria and integration processes. Such processes however cannot simply replicate what went 

into the original priority choices, or else one risks replicating new thematic priorities ad 
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infinitum. Instead such ‘cross-cutting priorities’ should follow a separate logic of integration 

and complementarity: e.g., one that emphasizes cutting edge, speculative and possibly short-

term investigations into new areas of concern. This approach avoids off-setting existing 

priorities, unless there are good epistemic and practical reasons for it.  

 

Conclusions 

This article has addressed the challenges of implementing priorities for research, development 

and innovation (RDI) in research funding agencies. It has done so by use of a case study from 

the energy sector, as well as the introduction of an implementation or process perspective on 

priority setting. A substantial benefit of an implementation or process perspective is that it 

explains the observation that top-down/bottom-up tensions in research funding leads to 

piecemeal as well as substantial adjustments to the original thematic priorities. The 

perspective also suggests that these challenges are most likely to be confronted on the level of 

the research funding agency where political ambitions and scientific interest and capabilities 

are integrated. This is typically the case in areas such as agriculture, health and defence.  

The case and discussion have illustrated how priority setting on the agency level can 

be viewed as a continuous process that starts with the identification of new priorities 

(typically broad politically-sought outcomes and available options) that are later selected, 

integrated and upheld as organizational capacities. In this translation process priorities are not 

only concretized into program and projects, but also dissolved, shifted, and re-specified as 

part of the agency’s established work processes and structures. A key tension emanating from 

this process was identified as that of building organizational capacity for implementing 

priorities, while seeking novelty in knowledge production. Several tensions were salient in the 

empirical account of this basic tension, viz. that between new thematic and organizational 
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aspects of priority setting; horizontal and vertical organizational integration and 

disintegration; and the ambiguity and simultaneous necessity of criteria for choice.  

The process perspective elaborated above has several benefits for the study of RDI 

priority setting. The most obvious relates to the limitations of the rationality of top-down 

implementation in most areas of policy, though some sectors may be more usefully governed 

in this way than others. This limitation may be particularly salient in the case of polices for 

science and technology, which are usually too vague to generate any clear options for 

implementation on the agency level. We have noted that this vagueness may be a requirement 

for getting them passed, yet the fact that crucial details are left up to the implementing 

agencies, and to their organizational routines and administrator discretion, offers good reasons 

to pry into the mechanisms underlying these processes.  

For RDI, ‘goal multiplicity’, the emergence of new goals, or goal dis/replacement may 

be a natural and unavoidable part of priority implementation, due to the unpredictable nature 

of knowledge growth. Here it becomes pertinent to address, as the present study has, how this 

reconstruction comes about and under what constraints, e.g. how bureaucrats integrate various 

sources of knowledge to construct policy, and how agency, program directors and researchers 

may react given the legitimate claims on both formulation and implementation. This is a 

question of the necessary extent and nature of ‘multi-layered policy formation’ in RDI, its 

uses and its critical limits. Ultimately this study has addressed the conditions and limits for 

carrying out rational policy implementation for RDI on the agency level, and possible 

obstacles to its institutionalization. 
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