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Abstract
In the past decade, the number of EU policy activities in research and higher education has 
increased greatly. The governance processes in these areas are increasingly characterized 
as multilayered, involving actors with a variety of roles, functions and loyalties. This article 
focuses on the forces shaping the policy positions and strategies of national science policy 
actors and coalitions in transnational policy processes through a case study of the positions, 
ideas and strategies held by central Swedish science policy actors in the process of building 
the European Research Council (ERC) during the first decade of the 2000s. The case is 
analysed from the perspectives of three versions of neo-institutional theory, each of which 
has somewhat different views on how institutions, interests and policy ideas interact in 
these kind of processes. The analysis shows that the Swedish influence on this process 
consisted primarily of an advocacy coalition of individuals with strong institutional positions 
in the Swedish science policy system and affiliations to transnational policy institutions 
and communities. Furthermore, the study shows that the policy actors largely functioned 
as normative entrepreneurs who related to general policy ideas shared by members of 
a transnational community, but also that the drivers of the development and the policy 
solutions were largely anchored in experiences and legacies from a national context.
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Introduction

In the past decade, the number of EU policy activities in research and higher education has 
increased greatly. The aims of building both a European Research Area (ERA) and European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA), and the vision of a Europe of knowledge have driven the integra-
tion of national policies and led to new institutions and initiatives (Chou and Gornitzka, 2014; 
Maasen and Olsen, 2007; Wedlin and Nedeva, 2015). The governance processes in these areas are 
increasingly characterized as multilayered, involving actors with a variety of roles, functions and 
loyalties. New transnational institutions, such as academic associations with a European scope, are 
often important arenas for mobilization and discussion of policy issues (Braun, 2015; Grande and 
Peschke, 1999; Lawn and Lingard, 2002). This kind of policy-making process is often described as 
being dominated by transnational networks of government agencies, experts and politicians (Börzel 
and Heard-Lauréote, 2009; Haas, 1992; Slaughter, 2004).

This article will focus on the forces shaping the policy positions and strategies of national sci-
ence policy actors and coalitions in transnational policy processes. Recent analyses of European 
higher education and research policy have focused mainly on the process of European integration, 
and the related roles of national strategies and the European Commission (EC) (Chou and Gornitzka, 
2014; Edler and James, 2015; Wedlin and Nedeva, 2015). Less is known about the positions and 
strategies of central national policy actors: for example, representatives of universities, research 
funding bodies, government bureaucracies and ministries, the coalitions and networks that these 
people form in the development of policy ideas and proposals in transnational processes, and how 
these should be understood. Do the positions and strategies of these actors reflect national state 
interests, the missions of specific organizations or interest groups, or the ideas of transnational 
communities and networks? Are the transnational arenas and networks used by these actors and 
coalitions to gain influence and to spread ideas in European policy-making? It is often claimed that 
national policy networks are increasingly nested within a European science policy subsystem, so 
they may share many ideas about the institutionalization of the ‘contract of science’ at the European 
level (Börzel and Heard-Lauréote, 2009). However, the policy ideas of leading actors in national 
science policy networks are anchored in different institutional contexts. Such ideas are expressed 
in the role and autonomy of universities, the function of research councils and the degree of politi-
cal control over research and higher education that may be assumed to shape normative positions 
and definitions of interests in these areas (Benner, 2012; Lebeau and Papatsiba, 2016).

The aim of this article is to shed light on this issue through a case study of the positions, ideas and 
strategies held by central Swedish science policy actors in the process of building the European 
Research Council (ERC) during the first decade of the 2000s. The case is particularly interesting, 
because representatives of Swedish research funding bodies and academies were active in several 
phases of the construction of the idea of the ERC, and seem to have had a strong influence on the 
process (Gornitzka and Metz, 2014; Gronbaek, 2003; König, 2016; Luukkonen, 2014). My study 
describes the roles of the Swedish policy actors and analyses what shaped their positions and strate-
gies. Were their positions and strategies based on national or organizational interests? Were they 
reflections of previous patterns of problem solving, or were the actors carriers of the ideas of transna-
tional communities and networks? How did the different loyalties and institutional affiliations 
(national and European) of the actors interact in the development of these positions and strategies? I 
analyse these questions from three different neo-institutional perspectives. Although the perspectives 
provide alternative lenses through which to examine the subject, I also show the benefits of combin-
ing them. Clarifying how new policy ideas and solutions are shaped from a ‘bottom-up’ perspective, 
while focusing on the role of leading policy actors in the national arena, will increase our understand-
ing of the conditions and development of knowledge policy in Europe (cf. Börzel, 2003).
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In the second section of this article, I present the theoretical starting points of my analysis in 
more detail. Section 3 describes the methodology and data of the empirical study. In the fourth sec-
tion, I first provide a general overview of the establishment of the ERC and the roles of Swedish 
science policy actors in this process before analysing the results using the three theoretical lenses 
mentioned above, and discussing how they can be combined. In the fifth and final section, I present 
conclusions.

National science policy actors in the transnational arena: A 
theoretical discussion

In this article, I focus on the policy positions and strategies of national policy actors and coalitions 
in creating the ERC. My overall perspective is inspired by literature on policy networks, subsys-
tems and coalitions. The starting point of my analysis is that, in line with this literature, the ‘policy 
actors’ are all those involved in addressing a policy problem or issue. This set of policy actors can 
include people in a variety of positions: elected and agency officials, interest group leaders and 
researchers. In the science policy area, representatives of universities, research funding organiza-
tions and leading politicians are examples of actors of obvious interest for the study. Second, these 
subsystems of actors – to use the concept of Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1993) – can be observed 
at different levels of political systems. Hence, national science policy subsystems, which are at the 
core of our analysis, are nested within a European science policy subsystem. Third, I argue for 
grouping policy actors by ‘advocacy coalitions’ based on ‘shared beliefs and coordinating strate-
gies’ (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993).

How, then, can we understand the complex roles of national actors and coalitions in institution 
building at the European level and, in this case, in the establishment of a new research funding 
body at a transnational level? Below, I discuss three perspectives on the positions and strategies of 
national policy actors and coalitions in this kind of process. These perspectives, grounded in dif-
ferent versions of neo-institutional theory, put forward somewhat different views on how institu-
tions, interests and policy ideas interact in such a process. I share the view of Dowding (1995: 44) 
that ‘institutions contain a structural suggestion as to actor behavior’. However, different research 
approaches have interpreted the relations between institutions, ideas and interested actors in differ-
ent ways, and they vary in terms of their compatibility with other perspectives. Of specific rele-
vance for my study are the roles of the so-called ‘policy ideas’ behind this institutional solution (the 
research council model). In this study, policy ideas are defined as beliefs about cause-and-effect 
relationships in relation to solving particular policy problems (Campbell, 2002; Goldstein and 
Keohane, 1993). However, I also discuss how these policy ideas are anchored in more general, 
macro-scale ideas (such as paradigms or worldviews).

First, the rational choice institutional perspective focuses on the policy process as a power 
game. The political and distributive aspects of the process are emphasized, and the national policy 
actors and coalitions focus primarily on furthering their own interests in relation to other actors. 
From this perspective, national policy actors are largely characterized as maximizers of gains in the 
form of larger budgets or advantages for the actors they represent (such as scientists). Winning the 
battle over how new institutions (such as the ERC) should be designed is also a way to determine 
how resources and values will be distributed in the future. In this view, how these interests play out 
will depend greatly on the institutional structure of the organizations and the rules of the game, 
which prescribe, proscribe and permit behaviour (Moe, 1990).

Of course, a central issue for this perspective is identifying whose interests actors (and often 
organizations) represent. This is not at all clear. In some respects, a research funding agency might 
represent an organizational interest, a section of the scientific community or the government. At 
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times, an academy might be characterized as a peak organization (representing the scientific com-
munity) or, on other occasions, the government. Hence, these actors can be characterized both as 
representatives of the scientific community and as public servants (bureaucrats, experts), but 
within different institutional contexts in terms of independence from the state. Here, the multilevel 
activities of the actors are naturally very relevant. National policy actors can be assumed to be 
involved in negotiations and power games, sometimes in alliances with politicians (such as minis-
ters), and sometimes partly in opposition to them, for example, through the many committees that 
prepare and shape the decisions of European institutions (Börzel and Heard-Lauréote, 2009; 
Christiansen and Larsen, 2007).

A central strategy related to the rational choice institutional perspective is that of policy actors 
building coalitions with other actors to strengthen their positions. For example, leading policy 
actors may attempt to use transnational negotiations to further their interests in the national arena 
(Keohane and Nye, 2012). Hence, leading bureaucrats can function as coalition-building entrepre-
neurs at both the national and transnational levels (Schlager, 1995). However, as Mats Benner 
points out, research funding agencies and universities are often considered to be loosely coupled 
organizations with connections in different directions and a weak capacity for coordination 
(Benner, 2012). This state of affairs, which according to this perspective can be interpreted as the 
institutional structure (the rules of the game) for collective action in the policy process, demands 
strong individual policy entrepreneurs to mobilize interests (Ostrom, 1990). For this perspective, 
policy ideas such as the research council model are primarily viewed as road maps to behaviour in 
uncertain circumstances rather than independent factors. In other words, policy ideas function as 
‘focal points’ in situations without unique equilibria (Goldstein and Keohane, 1993).

Second, the historical institutional perspective emphasizes that the positions and strategies of 
actors and coalitions are anchored in legacies of the past. Researchers in the field of historical 
institutionalism emphasize the importance of critical junctures and path dependency. They point 
out that institutions and policy decisions are the result of complex historical processes, as sug-
gested by concepts such as ‘policy legacy’, ‘path dependency’, ‘feedback processes’ and ‘critical 
junctures’ (Thelen, 1999). These concepts all express the idea that changes in policies and institu-
tional arrangements often represent reactions to, or consequences of, institutional policies or previ-
ous directions. While rational choice institutionalists tend to focus on the functional role of an 
institution (such as that of research councils in research policy), historical institutionalists are more 
interested in the origins of an institution and the often unintended consequences.

This line of neo-institutional theory emphasizes the fact that policy changes often begin in the 
organizational structure and capacity of the state; existing organizations, programmes and policies 
are the starting points of reform. Bo Rothstein, for example, has emphasized that, over time, the 
institutional structure of labour market policy in Sweden has shaped the interests of the labour 
unions; the actors have gradually adapted not only their strategies but also the definitions of their 
interests, ideas and other factors (Rothstein, 1996). This perspective also emphasizes the sequential 
logic and the feedback mechanisms of policy processes. The battles over new ideas and the con-
struction of new institutions depend on earlier sequences, and are often reactions to previous pro-
cesses (Thelen, 2004). The role of policy ideas in this perspective is not clear-cut, but Peter Hall 
uses the paradigm concept to describe overarching ideas that specify how the problems facing 
policy-makers are to be perceived, what goals might be attained through policy and what tech-
niques can be used to achieve them (Hall, 1993). While policy ideas in rational choice institutional-
ism are supplementary to institutions, paradigms are strongly anchored in institutions and shape 
the precise policy ideas and solutions that are considered.

The third perspective that I take focuses on science policy actors as carriers of ideas and norma-
tive entrepreneurs. This approach to the problem is inspired by institutional perspectives that focus 
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on the central roles of ideas and norms, such as normative and discursive variants of institutional-
ism (Peters, 2010). In this literature, the ideas are not just auxiliary explanations of interests and 
strategies, but justify and legitimize them. As normative institutionalism emphasizes, this perspec-
tive does not only involve ideas as normative guidelines, but also cognitive policy ideas (Schmidt, 
2008). Researchers analysing policy processes emphasize the importance of the development of 
ideas that are not necessarily anchored in organizations. Instead, from this perspective, new policy 
ideas often develop among networks of actors. In the transnational arena, the term epistemic com-
munity describes how actors below the state level, such as government agencies, policy analysts 
and experts, are united as a community because of their ‘shared belief or faith in the verity and the 
applicability of particular forms of knowledge or specific truth’ (Haas, 1992: 3). Therefore, the 
development of ideas by national policy actors is highly dependent on these professional networks 
and common ideas. It is often assumed that the actors are seeking consensus and are open to profes-
sional ideas, rather than exercising power.

However, the focus in this case is not on the passive adaptation of actors and coalitions to insti-
tutional environments, but on the fact that they are often active entrepreneurs and carriers of policy 
ideas. Schmidt (2008: 310) describes these as ‘the individuals and groups at the center of policy 
construction who are involved in the creation, elaboration, and justification of policy and program 
ideas’. For example, Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) have shown how actors can function as norma-
tive entrepreneurs in international politics. Normative entrepreneurs are actors with ‘strong notions 
about appropriate or desirable behaviour’ within a policy area (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 896). 
They also state, ‘Ideational commitment [rather than material interest] is the main motivation when 
entrepreneurs promote norms or ideas’ (Finnemore and Sikkink,1998: 898), which separates them 
from the traditional rational choice institutional perspective. Furthermore, they indicate that these 
entrepreneurs are anchored in organizational platforms, but focus primarily on transnational organ-
izations. Although Finnemore and Sikkink mainly used their concept to analyse international poli-
tics, in this study I use the concept of the normative entrepreneur to mean those with strong notions 
about certain policy ideas who seek support for them in policy processes.

My empirical analysis will take these perspectives as its starting point, and I show that they may 
inform interpretations of the positions and strategies of Swedish policy actors. However, I treat the 
perspectives as complementary and demonstrate how they can be combined. In fact, the perspec-
tives described above are in many ways purifications. In practice, many neo-institutional studies 
combine experiences from somewhat different bases. For example, while historical institutional-
ism emphasizes the policy legacies of institutionalized practices, it also emphasizes that actors 
within the limits of these structural constraints seek power to achieve policy objectives. My fore-
most ambition in this study is to show how the idea-oriented perspective complements the other 
two. Many scholars inspired by neo-institutionalism have sought to integrate idea-oriented per-
spectives into rational and historical institutional approaches. Blyth (2002), for example, argues 
that the dualism between ideas and interests should be seen as constructed, and that analysts should 
see interests as being necessarily ‘ideationally bound’, particularly in situations of uncertainty, of 
which research policy may be a good example.

Methodology and material

The article follows a case study methodology. In the words of George and Bennet (2004: 18), the 
purpose is to analyse a ‘well-defined aspect of a historical episode’ that the investigator has selected 
for analysis. The aspect of interest here is the determination of what shaped the policy positions 
and strategies of central Swedish science policy actors in the process of building the ERC. The 
analytical approach can be characterized as a reflexive critical analysis, whereby I interpret the 
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roles, positions, ideas and strategies of the actors, and analyse these based on the theoretical per-
spectives discussed above.

I have relied primarily on written sources. Policy documents, such as bills submitted by the 
government, annual reports, investigations, and evaluations by organizations and agencies, were 
important for describing the formal positions of the actors in the process, and interpreting their 
interests and ideas. Articles from newspapers and journals (featuring interviews with key actors, 
debate articles and the like), were important for understanding the positions of individual actors. 
The process of building the ERC has been analysed in a number of other texts (see, especially, 
König, 2016); these analyses were important sources of information on the overall process and the 
role of Swedish actors. I have also used data from my own research on Swedish research and inno-
vation policies. In this case, the data were derived from interviews, documentary sources and his-
torical studies (Persson 2001; Persson 2012).

Finally, to complement the written sources, I conducted interviews with four Swedish policy-
makers and advocates of the ERC in Sweden, who were identified as key people in the process. 
These were: Dan Brändström, former director of the Swedish Foundation for Humanities and 
Social Sciences (Riksbankens jubileumsfond (RJ)); Pär Omling, former director of the Swedish 
Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet (VR)); Michael Sohlman, former secretary of the Nobel 
Foundation; and Gunnar Öquist, former secretary of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 
(Kungliga Vetenskapsakademin (KVA)). The interviews were semistructured, and focused mainly 
on the positions, strategies, motives and ideas behind positions, and the contexts of the events. It is 
important to emphasize that these interviews complemented and extended information from writ-
ten sources. Because there are obvious reliability problems with interviews (such as bias and poor 
recall), it was important to crosscheck data by comparing it with that from other sources.

Analysis of the results

In this section, I describe and analyse the empirical results. I begin with a general overview of the 
establishment of the ERC and the roles of Swedish science policy actors in the process. I then 
analyse the results using the three theoretical lenses mentioned above. Finally, I discuss how the 
perspectives can be combined.

The rise of the ERC and the role of Swedish actors in the process: An overview

For some time, research policy in the European community and the issue of a research funding 
organization were primarily a matter of intergovernmental relations (for example, support for ‘big 
science’). Although the establishment of a research council was discussed as early as the 1970s, the 
resulting European Science Foundation (ESF) did not function as a funding agency, but primarily as 
a coordinating body for national research councils. During the 1980s and 1990s, both the power and 
ambitions of the European research policy increased. The main evidence for this can be found in the 
multiannual research initiatives, called framework programmes, which have been launched regu-
larly since the mid-1980s. Originally, these programmes focused primarily on research targeted at 
industry, and the stimulation of transnational cooperation. Hence, they were strongly inspired by 
bureaucratic and mission-oriented research funding organizations, characterized by negotiations 
between stakeholders and closely connected to political priorities; they were not organized like 
research councils (Guzetti, 1995; cf. Gornitzka and Metz, 2014).

In the early 2000s, the issue of a ERC once again appeared on the agenda. A number of leading 
scientists, lobbyists and science policy-makers started to promote a stronger focus on basic science 
and the establishment of a research council to complement the framework programmes. In general, 
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the focus of the proposals was that the European countries lagged behind the US in scientific excel-
lence, and advocates often mentioned the US National Science Foundation (NSF) as the role model 
for a new organization. The development coincided with the EC’s increased focus on research 
policy through the Lisbon strategy and the launch of the ERA. There was also a strong critique of 
the framework programmes. In the public debate the instrument was sometimes considered bureau-
cratic, associated with too much political interference and only in the short-term interests of the 
industry concerned (Gronbaek, 2003). It was also based on the principle that at least in practice, 
each country would ‘get its money back’, rather than on open competition, which meant that it did 
not lead to research of high quality (Banchoff, 2002; König, 2016). While EU research was tradi-
tionally precompetitive and focused on cooperation and transnational collaboration, the ERC – in 
line with the research council model – would focus on basic research, open competition and scien-
tific excellence (König, 2016).

Eventually, the ideas for a research council were translated into action. The proposal for a 
research council was formally put forward by an expert committee in 2004. After a process of lob-
bying and negotiation, and despite initially strong resistance, it was established in 2007. The resist-
ance was based on objections from national governments, such as lack of trust in the EU project and 
concerns about the national benefits, and from the EC, which initially argued that a council of this 
kind would be against the constitution of the EU (König, 2016). However, many observers seem to 
agree that in a relatively short time, despite this resistance, the ERC has become an established 
institution in EU research policy (Gornitzka and Metz, 2014; Nedeva, 2013). As several studies 
indicate, the Nordic, and especially the Swedish actors made important contributions with regard to 
advocating for and launching the ERC. Gronbaek, for example, asserts, ‘Swedish scientists and sci-
ence policy-makers have been in the vanguard of promoting the ERC’ (Gronbaek, 2003: 396). 
Gornitzka and Metz state that ‘a community of elite European scientists and science policy-makers 
with ideas of a radical change of European research policy found the Nordic states as coalition part-
ners at the political level who formally launched the ERC on the political agenda’ (Gornitzka and 
Metz, 2014: 89). The process of establishing the ERC can be divided into a number of stages. 
Swedish policy actors were important, especially in the early stages.

In the early 2000s, leading representatives of central research funding agencies such as the RJ, 
the VR and quasi-public organizations such as the KVA and the Nobel Foundation had already 
established an informal network to discuss the issue of a reformed EU policy. The network included 
government representatives and, temporarily, actors from other countries. Eventually, the commit-
tee was called the Swedish Committee for the Reform of European Research Policy (CNERP), and 
it became formally connected to the RJ. The committee described itself as a ‘counter-movement’, 
with the ambition of changing the direction of EU research policy. The main idea was to work for 
the ERC, which would have a role similar to that of the NSF in the US (Hansson, 2002). The net-
work organized conferences, mobilized political actors (initially in Sweden) and negotiated com-
promises, but also used its members and the resources and contacts of member organizations to 
promote the new proposal. This network put the idea of a research council on the agenda of meet-
ings and conferences during the Swedish chairmanship of the EU in 2001. In collaboration with 
Danish policy actors, the committee obtained support for the idea during the Danish chairmanship 
in 2002. The Danes took the initiative to create an expert group to prepare for the establishment of 
the ERC (Gronbaek, 2003).

Because the EC and several member countries were quite sceptical about the research council’s 
proposal from the beginning, it became important for the members of this expert group to use their 
contacts with transnational organizations for influence and lobbying activities. In this expert group, 
Dan Brändström of the RJ, in particular, had a leading role in the process (König, 2016: Gunnar 
Öquist, 2016, personal communication; Riksbankens jubileumsfond, 2003). Central Swedish actors 
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in the national network also had important positions in transnational organizations and networks 
(the ESF) and the coordinating organization for the European research funding organizations 
(EUROHORCS) (Gronbaek, 2003; Pär Omling, 2016, personal communication; Gunnar Öquist, 
2016, personal communication). Michael Sohlman, executive director of the Nobel Foundation, was 
able to mobilize a network of Nobel Prize winners in support of the idea. He had good contacts with 
important research policy actors in other parts of Europe, not least in France, and these were con-
tacts that he was able to utilize at crucial phases of the process (Dan Brändström, 2016, personal 
communication; Gronbaek, 2003; Michael Sohlman, 2016, personal communication).

Naturally, this process must be seen as only a part of larger multinational negotiations. While 
the strong influence of a relatively small country such as Sweden is interesting and, perhaps, unex-
pected, the focus of this article is not to evaluate its relative influence on the outcome. While the 
above description shows that a coalition of Swedish policy-makers was active in several phases 
and levels of the process, the focus is now on interpreting the positions and strategies of these 
Swedish policy actors in this process.

A rational choice institutional perspective: Institutions and interests at stake

According to the rational choice institutional perspective, the institutional structure of science 
policy-making is crucial to the positions and strategies of the key actors. As Mats Benner has 
pointed out, science policy in Sweden is often described as a relatively loosely coupled system, 
with weak central coordination (Benner, 2012). Generally, research policy in Sweden has been 
decentralized to universities and to research funding agencies, including research councils mainly 
controlled and steered by representatives of the scientific community and mission-oriented agen-
cies more clearly driven by public policy objectives, and usually governed by representatives of 
various stakeholders. Although this is also the case in many other industrial countries, this charac-
teristic is especially strong in the Swedish dualistic system with small weak ministries, where 
much of the implementation is performed by autonomous government agencies (Benner, 2008; 
Persson 2001). Furthermore, an important characteristic is that universities, which carry out most 
public research in Sweden, have been highly dependent on external competitive funding (in con-
trast to institutional funding) from research agencies and councils (Vetenskapsrådet, 2008: 15).

The other question that this perspective raises is what material interests were at stake for the 
Swedish science policy actors in the case of the ERC. As in other countries, there was a strong dis-
satisfaction that research funding in the framework programmes was bureaucratic and inefficient 
(Fölster, 1996; cf. Sveriges Riksdag, 2001). All the interviews confirm that this was a major issue 
for the actors in the process. In a scientific community strongly dependent on external funding, it 
would indeed be expected that low cost, predictable and competitive application procedures would 
be preferred to the more bureaucratic, unpredictable and costly funding that the framework pro-
grammes could be expected to offer. A related point in the process of establishing the ERC was the 
issue of who would gain from this new structure. In the new institution, national concerns were 
supposed to be relatively absent; the governing principle would be to support individual research 
teams from individual countries, not multinational teams. It was quite possible to expect that 
nations with a strong research history, such as the UK, Sweden and the other Nordic countries 
would gain from this arrangement, while other nations, for example, those in Eastern Europe, with 
less developed research infrastructures, would stand to lose (Gornitzka and Metz, 2014).

Given these structural problems, it was expected that the major ERC advocates in Sweden would 
be research funding agencies and representatives of the scientific community. In 2000, the VR – the 
result of the merger of the four existing research councils for basic research into a larger organization 
(at least formally) – had become the most important actor in Swedish research policy. It was the main 
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funding organization of disciplinary research and basic sciences in Sweden, and it was responsible for 
coordinating state research funding. This role was emphasized throughout the Swedish system, in 
which the scientific community elected representatives to the council. Of course, this gave the VR 
significant legitimacy in the scientific community. As Pär Omling, the director of the VR during this 
period, stated, this was an issue where the council had a clear common interest: to strengthen basic 
research and research based on a peer review system (that is, the same as the research council). Apart 
from being closely related to the mission – the concept of a research council – the VR also had strategic 
motives for joining the discussion on the ERC. It was under strong pressure to function not only as a 
traditional research council relying on bottom-up research initiatives, but also as a strategic actor that 
would set priorities and take the initiative (Pär Omling, 2016, personal communication; cf. 
Vetenskapsrådet, 2010). In the 2002 annual report, the VR noted that the main reason to work for the 
ERC was to increase the efficiency and quality of research (Vetenskapsrådet, 2003). The RJ was also 
a strong funding actor, although not so much a ‘representative actor’ for the whole scientific commu-
nity as the VR, since the RJ funds only social science and humanities research.

The KVA, which is an ‘independent organization whose overall objective is to promote the 
sciences and strengthen their influence in society’ (Kungliga Vetenskapsakademin, 2016), was 
an important organization in mobilizing leading scientists in the process. Two leading actors in 
the academy, Uno Lindberg and Gunnar Öquist, were members of CNERP (Riksbankens jubile-
umsfond, 2003). Furthermore, the KVA was an important representative of the Swedish scien-
tific community, as well as having strong connections to other academies in Europe (Gunnar 
Öquist, 2016, personal communication). From this perspective, this network of actors can be 
described as a coalition with a strong common interest in guarding and advocating the positions 
of the Swedish scientific community, and the positions of their separate organizations.

What role did Swedish politicians play in this process, and what were their motives? First, the 
social democratic government had a generally positive view of research funding through research 
councils. It favoured support for basic research and had strategic reasons to support the proposal. 
The appointment of Thomas Östros as the new Minister of Education and Research was partly to 
restore the scientific community’s confidence in the government. His predecessor, Carl Tham, had 
focused on the relevance and societal use of research, and the establishment of new regional univer-
sity colleges. These efforts met with criticism from leading university representatives, particularly 
those from older universities (Benner, 2001; Persson, 2012).

The 2001 Swedish presidency provided a window of opportunity for discussion of the proposal 
for a council. As discussed above, before and during its presidency, Sweden oversaw a series of 
meetings related to European research policy, and the Swedish advocates successfully used those 
occasions to make their case. However, according to some sources, the Swedish Minister of 
Education was initially sceptical about the idea, and the Swedish government did not officially 
support the ERC during its presidential term. The science policy adviser of the government, Hans 
Wigzell, was a strong advocate of the ERC and, according to the same sources, together with the 
director of the VR, Pär Omling, he eventually convinced the Swedish minister to support the 
efforts of the committee (Edqvist, 2009; Pär Omling, 2016, personal communication; cf. Wigzell, 
2002). On the other hand, at the beginning of the 2000s, the Swedish Minister of Education and 
Research expressed a strong wish for a stronger focus on basic research and making the research 
funding organization more like the research council model of the EU (Sveriges Riksdag, 2002). It 
is not a far-fetched view that the Swedish government saw this process as an opportunity for 
Sweden to play a role in European politics.

While the first steps of the process were mainly in the national arena, with informal contacts 
with actors in other countries, from 2002 the activities of the Swedish network of actors were more 
connected and dependent on the institutional framework of the EU institutions. In addition, these 
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processes were governed primarily by informal negotiations and by representatives of funding 
agencies and interested organizations, for example, Nordic networks that were initially crucial in 
this process. The connections between the Nordic policy-makers were important in the EU policy-
making process, as they often take similar positions on central issues (Sannerstedt, 2005). In this 
case, the Swedish and Danish positions on funding agencies (the Danish Research Council) were 
similar. Leading Danish science policy-makers, in conjunction with their Swedish allies, placed the 
issue on the Danish policy agenda (Gronbaek, 2003). In this case, agency representatives in col-
laboration with other stakeholders mobilized support at the national, regional (Nordic) and 
European levels. Transnational networks, not least those between Swedish and Danish funding 
organizations, were essential in building support for the idea of a research council (Dan Brändström, 
2016, personal communication; König, 2016).

Interestingly, this was not a case of a coherent Swedish state strategy by a unified body; rather 
it was a bottom-up process where representatives of agencies and organizations in the scientific 
community were active participants (structured as a network); the leading politicians mostly 
reacted and confirmed in retrospect. Obviously, Swedish advocates of the ERC, in collaboration 
with other actors, saw advantages for the Swedish scientists, and indirectly for their organizations. 
As discussed above, the role of ideas – in this case, the research council model – is less important 
from this theoretical perspective. The idea of a research council should be interpreted as facilitating 
collective action among the actors. The focus on basic scientific research and increasing external 
funding for Swedish researchers should be seen as primary factors, while the specific solution, the 
research council, should be seen as secondary. To explain how the material interests of the central 
actors and institutional structures interacted with ideas, we now turn to the second institutional 
perspective, concerning path-dependent explanations for specific policy ideas.

The historical institutional perspective: Legacies and previous events

The historical institutional perspective emphasizes the fact that the positions and strategies of 
actors and coalitions are anchored in legacies of the past. In this case, it can be noted that the cen-
tral characteristics of the research council model have demonstrated remarkable continuity over 
time. The legacy of the current structure of Swedish research funding agencies stretches back to at 
least the 1940s, when a number of research councils were established; some focused on basic 
research and some on mission-oriented research. As Torsten Nybom has shown, the solution for 
these research councils was not self-evident. Different models were discussed; for example, estab-
lishing new research institutes instead of directing funding through the intermediary structures of 
funding bodies. An important overall motive for the establishment of the new structure was that the 
state was eager to increase the coordination of resources devoted to science. This ruled out simply 
increasing research funding for universities and technical colleges. The universities preferred an 
increase in direct funding, so the council model (government agencies strongly anchored in the 
scientific communities) seemed like a clever compromise (Nybom, 1997).

Even though the mechanisms for funding research in Sweden have undergone various changes, 
the research council model has shown strong stability and adaptability. For example, from the 
1960s onwards, the organization of research policy coordination and funding in Sweden was char-
acterized by sectorization. Research was increasingly seen first and foremost as an instrument for 
achieving political goals, not as a political area in itself. Most ministries had a variety of sectorial 
agencies that handled research funding and established priorities in close relationships with secto-
rial interests. These agencies were not organized as traditional research councils, but more like 
traditional bureaucracies, influenced strongly by interest groups. However, during the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, the issue of external funding for Swedish universities received severe criticism. 
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The central question was how the universities should manage the needs and commissions of secto-
rial research funding agencies. The universities suggested that this should be managed by transfer-
ring funding from research funders to themselves, which university authorities claimed would 
improve the long-term capacity for managing external projects. However, the policy of the govern-
ment, which was driven by social democratic politicians with strong connections in the scientific 
community, was instead to force sectorial agencies to use the peer review process to manage appli-
cations from universities. This strengthened the influence of the research community, rather than 
that of the base funding of the universities. Hence, the research council model and the associated 
traditional and disciplinary structures were strengthened during this period (Persson, 2001). In the 
1970s, the government introduced the principle that representatives of the scientific community in 
all research councils should be elected through a standardized voting system (electoral colleges 
elect the members), which strengthened the connections of the councils’ systems to the scientific 
community and the universities (SOU, 1975).

In the late 1990s, the issue of strengthening the research councils was once again on the agenda, 
but this time the debate was strongly polarized. On the one side were actors who favoured making 
universities and researchers cooperate more with society and address the needs of industry; on the 
other were actors who wanted to strengthen the autonomy of universities and channel state research 
funding through the research councils (which was the same solution as in the 1980s). The result 
was quite a radical reform of the Swedish research funding system, at least on the surface. As men-
tioned earlier, a major change was the establishment of the VR, merging the four existing research 
councils for basic research into a larger organization with more ‘muscle’. Furthermore, two new 
mission-oriented research funding councils were established, consisting of parts of earlier mission-
oriented research agencies and units. Unlike their predecessors, the new mission-oriented agencies 
were organized along much the same lines as the research councils for basic research; for example, 
they used the peer review process to make decisions about research grants, thus reflecting a strong 
influence by the research community. Finally, a new agency was created for needs-oriented research 
related mainly to growth and industrial policy – VINNOVA (Benner, 2001). A central point here is 
that, in one way, the idea of the research council model emerged strongly from this process. Apart 
from being the main state instrument for supporting basic research, it was also widely accepted as 
the main model for supporting so-called sectorial research. On the other hand, some of the research 
more relevant to society, especially industry-relevant research, came to be integrated into a new 
and broader innovation policy track, which institutionalized the conflict between the two coalitions 
(and their ideas for supporting research) in research policy-making.

What evidence is there that the positions and strategies of Swedish science policy actors are 
continuations on this path? First, as I have attempted to demonstrate above, we can observe a struc-
tural pattern in the use of the research council model as one based on peer review, governed by a 
scientific council and strongly anchored in the scientific community. However, the important point 
is that this is not a structurally determined outcome. Rather, it was strongly supported and nurtured 
by a coalition of actors, which made it an appropriate solution. Social Democrats in particular saw 
the research council model as an equitable way of steering science policy, and maintained this view 
in discussions on the ERC. One example is Sverker Gustavsson, who had been under-secretary of 
state in the Ministry for Education and Research in the 1980s, and one of the leading forces in mak-
ing mission-oriented agencies more like research councils (see above) (Gustavsson, 2002; cf. 
Persson, 2001). Moreover, the positions and engagement of Swedish advocates of the ERC were 
based on their experiences of the research council model in Sweden and its design. One advocate 
stated that leading science policy actors had a generally positive view of the research council 
because it had proved to be an efficient model for national competitiveness in Sweden (Gunnar 
Öqvist, 2016, personal communication). Second, the process was clearly related to a conflict 
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between coalitions and ideas in national research policy in the 1990s (see above). The national 
scientific community was dissatisfied with the ‘hollowing out’ of support for basic science during 
the 1990s, due to the cuts in basic research in favour of more applied research during the economic 
crisis, and creating the ERC would strengthen and support the coalition of advocates for both basic 
science and the research council model at the national level (Benner, 2001). Therefore, it appears 
that the previous sequence of events (a game that had just finished), which concerned a conflict 
between the research council idea and a more innovation-oriented policy, spilled over into the posi-
tions and strategies of the national actors at the transnational level (see the discussion in Sandström, 
2002; cf. König, 2016: 36). The former director of the RJ, for example, states that his engagement 
in the process was shaped by his experiences in the late 1990s as secretary to the organizing com-
mittee for the new funding structure, where he and others had been advocates of the research 
council model (Dan Brändström, 2016, personal communication).

An idea-oriented perspective: Policy actors as normative entrepreneurs

The third perspective that I use focuses on science policy actors as carriers of ideas and normative 
entrepreneurs. This perspective emphasizes the central role of actors who share a common goal and 
central values in analysing the development of policies. Naturally, it is clear that the institutional 
solution discussed here, the research council model, is anchored in ideas about research funding that 
dominate research policy-making in many countries. These ideas have spread between countries 
since the early post-war period, and they are anchored in the processes of a large scientific commu-
nity. This is similar to what Haas characterized as an epistemic community – one that consists of 
advocates for this institutional solution, at least as a general mechanism for funding. However, there 
does not seem to have been strong consensus over the proposed ERC (Gronbaek, 2003).

In many ways, the behaviour of the Swedish advocacy coalition working for the ERC has character-
istics resembling those of a ‘normative entrepreneur’, in that it acted as a carrier and advocate of beliefs 
and solutions anchored in certain ideas and beliefs, and that the actors seem to have been driven by ideas 
and ideational commitment. Especially in the interviews, it is clear that the actors share a common dis-
course with the principles of the research council model. They adhere to values such as ‘competitive-
ness’, ‘equity’ and ‘scientific quality’, while the framework programmes are associated with values 
such as ‘bureaucratic’, ‘political steering’ and ‘pork-barrel politics’ (Edqvist, 2009; Hansson, 2002; 
Interviews). As in other policy areas, such as welfare policy and peacekeeping (cf. Björkdahl, 2008), 
there are signs that the Swedish actors perceive their roles as defenders and advocates of a specific 
policy idea. Indeed, it seems that the research council model appealed to public sentiments and norms 
in the Swedish policy system. For example, according to Thomas König’s analysis of the ERC, the com-
mitment of the Swedish science policy-maker group partly derived from a ‘shared sense of mission of 
Sweden, where research policy had always had a special place and where the Nobel Foundation was 
only the most distinguished of several thousand other organizations dedicated to funding and rewarding 
scientific research’ (König, 2016: 36). The interviews confirm that the actors all state that the idea arose 
from a belief system anchored in both the Swedish state and the scientific policy community. The inter-
viewees even discussed their mission in terms of extending the ‘Swedish model’ of research steering, 
dominated by research councils and university research, to the European level.

As many sources confirm, as an individual and as a managing director of the RJ, Dan Brändström 
was central in mobilizing the Swedish network for the ERC. He was apparently driven by the ‘idea 
of a research council’ governed by peer review procedures, with the NSF as a role model. Brändström 
had been active in the research policy community since the early 1970s, and had considerable expe-
rience as a member of expert committees performing research evaluations and similar duties. In the 
late 1990s, as mentioned above, he was appointed secretary of the organizing committee that would 
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implement the reform of the research funding organization (see above), which led to the establish-
ment of the Swedish Research Council (Dan Brändström, 2016, personal communication). He also 
had strong connections to other science policy actors in Europe. Similarly, Gunnar Öquist, who had 
been the secretary of a research council in natural sciences in the 1990s, and Pär Omling, the direc-
tor of the VR, describe themselves as strong advocates of the research council, and driven by ideo-
logical commitments (‘visions’ and ‘altruistic motives’) (CORDIS, 2001; Pär Omling, 2016, 
personal communication; Gunnar Öquist, 2016, personal communication).

When normative entrepreneurs are discussed in the literature, it is primarily as individual actors 
connected to epistemic communities and transnational institutions, where less focus is on their 
national institutional affiliations. For a long time, the RJ had supported research in social sciences 
and the humanities, but had also been an arena for discussions and activities concerning research 
policy-making and the role of universities (Samuelsson, 2014). Therefore, according to Brändström, 
the RJ could be a forum for advocating these. However, Brändström asserts that, although he could 
use the RJ as a platform for this work, the organization itself (for example, the board) was not very 
active in the process (Dan Brändström, 2016, personal communication).

Therefore, although the process analyzed in this article can, in part, be interpreted as actors mobi-
lizing other actors in a power game, the case also shows how the actors functioned as advocates of 
norms and policy ideas. The ideas relating to the research council model and the autonomy of aca-
demic research, such as peer review processes, investigator-initiated research projects and equal com-
petition, were important. They had strong legitimacy and wide acceptance as guiding norms for 
national research policy, not least in the northern and north-western EU member countries. The lead-
ing actors in the funding agencies (the VR and the RJ) and associated organizations formulated the 
idea of a research council and its role in strengthening the science capacity of Europe. In this respect, 
these agencies translated an idea grounded in a national context and a transnational community to a 
new context and discourse, that is, they were international normative entrepreneurs or advocates and 
coalition-building actors influencing the policy process at the European level.

Discussion

So far, the analysis of the case has been based on three distinct neo-institutional perspectives. The 
perspectives provide differing interpretations of the case, although I argue that in line with a strong 
tradition among scholars from the neo-institutional school of thought, they can also be comple-
mentary. First, the analysis of the rational choice institutional perspective focused on the process 
of establishing the ERC as a power game, emphasizing its political and distributive aspects. The 
analysis showed that the national policy actors and coalitions had strong material interests causing 
them to further their own organizations’ concerns in relation to other actors, although this interpre-
tation does not seem to provide a full understanding of the behaviour of the individual actors. 
Furthermore, the result highlights that this cannot be understood as a coherent state strategy by a 
unified actor; rather, it is a bottom-up process in which representatives of agencies and organiza-
tions in the scientific community are active (and function as an advocacy coalition), while the 
leading politicians mostly react and confirm decisions in retrospect.

The second perspective led me to analyse the case based on the historical institutional assumption 
that the positions and strategies of the actors and coalitions are anchored in common experiences and 
institutional legacies of national policy. I show how the research council model in Sweden can be 
interpreted as an institutionalized idea, advocated by a relatively stable coalition of actors over a very 
long period. This idea is not undisputed in the Swedish science policy system, but has been a dominant 
policy solution around which funding solutions have been discussed. As I have shown, we can observe 
a structural pattern in the use of the research council model as an idea based on peer review, governed 
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by a scientific council and anchored in the scientific community. Furthermore, the process of establish-
ing the ERC was clearly related to a conflict between coalitions and ideas in national research policy 
in the 1990s. In a sense, policy conflicts and the positions of the national policy subsystem were repro-
duced on the European agenda. Hence, this was not a deterministic development where the actors 
performed the role of structural support; rather, as scholars such as Kathleen Thelen argue, the devel-
opment depended on the strategies of actors, although they adopted them based on feedback effects 
from previous events and in relation to existing solutions (cf. Thelen, 2004).

The third analysis focused on science policy actors as carriers of ideas and normative entrepreneurs 
and, in many ways, this analysis complemented the other perspectives. In the analysis, I demonstrate 
the importance of individual policy actors, who function as policy entrepreneurs in both national and 
transnational arenas and who are not primarily driven by power and material interests, but by policy 
ideas. To some extent, the actors can be viewed as part of a transnational community where ideas 
develop (a science policy community) but, in this case, these actors did not always achieve the strong 
consensus necessary to influence professional organizations and agencies. Interestingly, it seems 
instead that the policy ideas behind the positions and strategies of the actors are largely grounded in the 
general bureaucratic values of integrity and openness, as well as in a strong belief in the idea of The 
European Union project. Of course, this, in turn, may be related to strong beliefs in a strong but neutral 
state, and in the value of international cooperation, often associated with the policies and belief sys-
tems of the Nordic countries (cf. Björkdahl, 2008). Thus, while it is seems reasonable to conclude that 
material interests were important triggers of the process to establish the ERC, in addition to experi-
ences and feedback from previous events in national policy, idea-driven policy actors, partly anchored 
in transnational communities, were important as normative entrepreneurs.

Conclusion

This article has highlighted the positions and strategies of national science policy actors and coali-
tions in transnational policy processes. While previous studies of this sort have often focused on 
state strategies (treating the state as a unified actor), the ambition of this article has been to examine 
more closely how domestic policy processes interact with transnational problems and issues, and 
what factors shape these processes. That is, the focus has been on a relatively complex governance 
process, where actors with different loyalties and institutional affiliations (national and European) 
interact. The more precise aim has been to shed light on this subject through a case study of the 
roles, positions, ideas and strategies of central Swedish science policy actors in the process of 
building the ERC during the first decade of the 2000s. The article has focused on describing the 
roles of the Swedish policy actors and analysing what factors shaped their positions and strategies. 
Were their positions and strategies based on national or organizational interests? Were they reflec-
tions of previous patterns of problem solving, or were the actors conveying ideas of transnational 
communities and networks? How did the various loyalties and institutional affiliations (national 
and European) of the actors interact in the development of these positions and strategies? The arti-
cle clarifies how new policy issues and arenas are shaped from a bottom-up perspective, focusing 
on the role of leading policy actors in the national arena in order to explain the conditions and 
development of knowledge policy in Europe. Hence, unlike most studies of multilevel governance 
processes in Europe, this study is not about how international policies or ideas are interpreted in 
national contexts, but about the role of national policy networks in transnational policy processes.

The Swedish influence on the process of establishing the ERC consisted primarily of an advo-
cacy coalition of individuals, with strong institutional positions in the Swedish science policy 
system and affiliations to transnational policy institutions and communities. Through national and 
transnational contacts, the coalition and its members played important roles as advocates and 
entrepreneurs. Furthermore, it is clear that this was not a top-down governance process steered by 
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the Swedish government; rather, the government largely supported and gave legitimacy to posi-
tions and strategies in retrospect. In fact, in many ways, this reflects what is often described as the 
decentralized and loosely coupled structure of Swedish research policy, illustrating the impor-
tance of the rules of the game of the policy process. It is difficult to attribute the activities merely 
to the material interests of Swedish scientists; the policy actors as normative entrepreneurs are 
primarily driven by ideational commitment. Furthermore, the study highlights how the positions 
and strategies of the actors can be seen as continuations of national paths, both when they concern 
institutional solutions and the manner in which particular issues are framed. To some extent, the 
patterns of conflicts and the nature of previous events in the national arena were reproduced on 
the European agenda. Therefore, while the policy actors largely functioned as normative entrepre-
neurs who relate to general policy ideas shared by members of a transnational community, the 
drivers of the development and policy solutions were largely anchored in a national context.

Finally, based on this case study, I conclude that to understand processes and institutional 
change in European research policy, we need to highlight the importance of the ideas and policy 
legacies of national policy subsystems and coalitions. While formal top-down-oriented decision-
making processes, such as the committee system and the EC’s role as agenda setter, have received 
a fair amount of attention in studies of European science and technology policy, as has the role of 
transnational organizations and communities, studies of informal and bottom-up policy processes 
are less common.
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