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1. Introduction
In November 2015, the Steering Committee presented the Dutch National Research 
Agenda to its mandators, i.e. the Dutch Minister and State Secretary for Education, 
Culture and Science and the Dutch Minister for Economic Affairs. The Dutch National 
Research Agenda is based on a public consultation procedure that involved considerable 
interaction between the relevant parties, researchers, and interested members of the 
public. The process that ultimately gave rise to the Agenda was unique. This was not 
the first time that the Netherlands or other countries had produced a national research 
agenda, but it was the first time in history that a country had taken such an interactive 
approach to developing its agenda. In addition to producing a national research agenda, 
then, the Steering Committee has also originated a new process. That process is the 
subject of this memorandum.

1.1 Aim and target groups
This document describes the entire process that led to the Dutch National Research 
Agenda, from mandate to presentation. The final section of the document also comprises 
a reflection on that process. The Steering Committee has compiled this document in 
the interests of transparency and accountability. Specifically, it may be of interest to the 
following target groups:
-  the mandators, i.e. the Minister and State Secretary for Education, Culture and Science 

and the Minister for Economic Affairs;
-  researchers and others involved in the process, including those who submitted 

questions;
-  institutions or authorities considering public consultation as part of a policymaking 

process;
-  science councils abroad that are considering drafting a national research agenda;
-  the parties involved in updating the Dutch National Research Agenda. 

1.2 Document structure
Section 2 outlines the mandate and governance matters, with separate subsections 
devoted to communication. Section 3 focuses on the process of developing the Dutch 
National Research Agenda and on a number of broad communication activities and 
products. Section 4 looks ahead to the implementation phase. The final part, Section 5, 
reflects on the development process.
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2.  Organisation

2.1 Mandate
The mandate to draw up a National Research Agenda was announced in the Dutch  
Government’s November 2014 ‘Vision for Science 2025’ policy document:
“The National Research Agenda must ensure that cross-fertilisation and smart collaborati-
on between all the various partners lead to the whole being more than the sum of its parts. 
That is, after all, how science can excel and, combined with applied and practice-based 
research, make an important contribution to the quality of our lives, our society, and our 
economy.

The agenda should fire the imagination, challenge, and inspire researchers and society 
in general to achieve pioneering breakthroughs. It should ensure that research is closely 
aligned with societal and economic opportunities and requirements, and identify those 
subjects in which Dutch research excels and is distinctive. Promoting Dutch research with 
its own, unique agenda will boost the Netherlands’ position in international alliances and 
put our country in the international vanguard in specific fields. This is important if we are to 
play a leading role in prestigious international alliances, so that the Netherlands becomes 
a magnet for talented scientists and knowledge-intensive business.

…The agenda should not focus on the full spectrum of research, but rather on those 
themes that benefit from coordination and collaboration. In particular, it should feature re-
search that would be less efficient and effective if conducted by organisations or institutes 
working separately. …The agenda should inspire and remove barriers between organisa-
tions, scientific disciplines, or sectors. By making connections and encouraging cooperati-
on, it will enhance and revitalise existing agendas.”

The aims of the Dutch National Research Agenda were summarised in the mandate letter 
of 25 November 2014,1 which stated that the Agenda must:
- identify societal themes and top scientific fields;
- build on existing agendas and make connections;
- influence future planning;
-  improve the international position of Dutch science and society’s engagement  

in research;
- encourage cooperation and increase its impact throughout the knowledge chain;
-  focus on research in which a national approach offers greater value and contributes 

something that isolated institutions or existing alliances have so far failed to achieve 
(principle of subsidiarity). 

The mandate letter concludes by stating: “Every matter included in the National Research 
Agenda should be important, but not every important matter should be included in the 
National Research Agenda.”

1In accordance with the mandate 
set out in the mandators’ letter of 25 
November 2014 (see Appendix 1).
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2.2 Governance
The mandate to draw up a national research agenda was assigned to the Knowledge 
Coalition, consisting of the most important Dutch knowledge-based institutions for scien-
tific research. The Knowledge Coalition installed a Steering Committee responsible for 
developing the National Research Agenda. On 23 January 2015, shortly after the mandate 
had been assigned, the ministers appointed Prof. Beatrice de Graaf and Prof. Alexander 
Rinnooy Kan as independent co-chairpersons, having deemed them capable of providing 
authoritative, unifying, and innovative leadership within the process at hand. 

The decision to appoint co-chairpersons allowed the burden of work to be shared, reduced 
vulnerability in the event of absence, and brought different backgrounds, areas of exper-
tise, and political viewpoints into the process. It also made it possible to benefit from the 
differences between the two appointees’ in terms of gender, age, and disciplinary back-
ground. 

The Steering Committee and chairpersons met once every three weeks from February to 
December 2015. To ensure continuity and communication with the participating instituti-
ons, these meetings were also attended by the official deputies of the Steering Committee 
members. 

A Liaison Group was appointed in April 2015 after indications that the Steering Committee 
was insufficiently representative of parties in civil society. The members of the Knowledge 
Coalition are all part of the Dutch science system and will bear the primary responsibility 
for implementing the National Research Agenda. It was deemed undesirable to add civil 
society parties to the Steering Committee, and it was therefore decided to set up the 
Liaison Group as a separate body. Its members represented a wide range of different civil 
society organisations, and they acted in a private capacity. The Liaison Group offered the 
Steering Committee solicited and unsolicited advice, attended the preparatory conferen-
ces, and built relationships with strategic agendas, knowledge-based institutions, and 
advisory bodies. 

The chairpersons and the Steering Committee had assistance from a secretariat headed 
by the Steering Committee secretary. The secretariat’s staff members were nominated 
by the members of the Knowledge Coalition. Most were affiliated with the Netherlands 
Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) in The Hague, which hosted the secretariat. 
Some staff members were communication specialists. The secretariat also entered into 
ongoing working relationships with the communication managers of the Knowledge Coaliti-
on members (see Section 2.3). 

The relevant ministers and state secretary, the chairpersons, and the Steering Committee 
met every quarter to discuss progress. Preparations for these meetings were undertaken 
by the directors of the relevant ministries, who coordinated with the National Research 
Agenda secretary. The secretary also met with ministerial officials every other week. 

To incorporate the concept of ‘imagination’ in the Research Agenda, as referred to in the 
mandate, the Steering Committee approached the Society of Arts and asked it for creative 
input into specific aspects of the Agenda.
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2.3 Communication
One of the critical success factors for the Dutch National Research Agenda was to ensure 
a broad basis of support among the parties involved and their participating organisations. 
The process of developing the Agenda also gave the participants a unique opportunity to 
show what Dutch research has to offer and, in doing so, to generate and boost support for 
both the Agenda and for science as a whole. Generating that support was the focus of the 
relevant communication activities. 

Positioning and core message
With so many parties involved in developing the Agenda, uniform and consistent 
 positioning was very important. The core communication messages were:
-  The Dutch National Research Agenda connects: it builds bridges between existing  

agendas and unites disparate parties.
- The focus is on the content, and not the financial consequences.
-  The Agenda encompasses every type of research, from basic to applied and practice- 

based.
- The Agenda is inspiring and shows the imaginative power of science.
- The Agenda shows that science belongs to everyone.

The communication activities focused on roughly the following three themes:

1.  Creating and maintaining support for and commitment to the Agenda by the parties 
involved 

Alongside personal communication with the Knowledge Coalition partners, it was deemed 
important to be able to track the process closely on the website. The website was the main 
communication platform. Use was also made of the partners’ communication channels, 
including social media. 

2. Generating broad support for the Agenda and for science in general
The main channels of communication here were the website and social media, alliances 
with such partners as New Scientist magazine, the Lowlands organisation (music festival) 
and Kennislink (a popular science website), as well as a media partnership with the popu-
lar television talk show DWDD (De Wereld Draait Door). 

3. Communication as part of the public consultation procedure
The process of developing the Dutch National Research Agenda was demand-driven. 
This basic premise offered numerous opportunities to express the connective power of 
the Agenda, something that called for meticulous, transparent, and above all interactive 
communication with those who had submitted questions and other interested parties. 

About DWDD
DWDD is a highly popular television talk show that frequently covers scientific topics and 
that has a cross-media presence. It was therefore an ideal party for a media partnership. 
The show featured the Dutch National Research Agenda regularly throughout the course 
of its development. The chairpersons made several guest appearances on the show, 
informing viewers about the Agenda and calling on them to submit questions. Other broad-
casts had Dutch celebrities telling DWDD viewers what questions they would want to ask 
scientists. The chairpersons presented the Agenda to the general public during a DWDD 
broadcast.
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3.  Developing the Dutch 
National Research Agenda

3.1 Set-up and start
A detailed action plan appeared in the first half of March 2015, fulfilling one of the mandate 
requirements. The action plan was amended a number of times in the course of the 
development process in the light of cumulative insight or in response to altered schedules 
and principles. In the end, many of the activities and initiatives came about spontaneously, 
without their having been envisaged beforehand or included in the action plan. A new  
virtual environment (base camp) situated in the secretariat provided for the necessary  
convergence, sharing, and cooperation on projects. 

The start-up phase included the construction of a website that functioned as a repository 
for all information concerning the Dutch National Research Agenda. The website was also 
used during the public consultation procedure (see Section 3.2). 

During this phase, the Steering Committee had wanted to consult various parties  
(including foreign ones) about how best to optimise the development process. There  
were specialists elsewhere in the Netherlands and abroad who had experience of public  
consultation procedures or of drafting national agendas. Ultimately, the extreme time  
pressure made this impossible. However, on 13 May 2015, the chairpersons and  
representatives from the Steering Committee, the ministries, and the NRA secretariat  
met with the German State Secretary for Research & Education to discuss the process 
undertaken in Germany to develop a National Research Agenda. The meeting was  
entitled Dutch Science Agenda from a German Perspective.  

Communication activities
-  Develop a core message, tone of voice, and starting points for communication and publicity.
-  Develop a logo and house style and related tools: the website www.wetenschapsagenda.nl 

(providing information on the project, action plan, and organisation), design, and social 
media policy.

-  Press presentation of action plan in a press release, on the website, on social media, 
and during media appearances by the chairpersons (various newspapers and radio and 
TV programmes, including DWDD).

3.2 Public consultation procedure
In keeping with the mandate, the Dutch National Research Agenda was not an exclusively 
institutional product, a decision taken primarily to clear the way for innovation. To respond 
as fully as possible to the Minister’s wish that the Agenda should ‘fire the imagination’, and 
to generate maximum support for the Agenda, the Knowledge Coalition decided to embark 
on a broad public consultation procedure in which scientists, businesses, civil society 
organisations, and the Dutch people would provide input. 

The public consultation procedure was rolled out in April with the help of a digital module. 
The public were invited to ‘ask a scientist a question’.2  All residents of the Netherlands 
could submit questions on the NRA website, along with an explanation, a few key words, 
and their email address. 

2See Appendix 2 for the 
questionnaire.
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Total questions submitted (11.700) by organisations and individuals

Organisation or group/consortium

Individual 7.080
4.620

Source of the 4620 questions submitted by organisations 
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Communication activities
- General appeal for questions during broadcasts of television show DWDD.
-  Promotional clips shown during DWDD broadcasts of Dutch celebrities telling viewers 

what they would like to ask a scientist. 
- Two guest appearances by chairpersons on DWDD.
-  Appeal for questions on NRA and DWDD websites and on social media (Twitter and 

Facebook).
-  Communication managers working for Knowledge Coalition partners provided with toolkit 

to help them rouse their own organisations. 
-  Ongoing publicity generated by chairpersons’ media appearances, by issuing press 

releases and newsletters at regular intervals (for example about the 1000th question 
asked, unusual questions, and interesting statistics) and by using social media (dialogue 
with persons submitting questions and popular media figures).

-  Publication on wetenschapsagenda.nl of all necessary information about submitting 
questions and the follow-up process. 

- Thank you letter to all who submitted questions.
-  Newsletters for those who submitted questions and other interested parties about the 

follow-up.

3.3 Assessment and clustering
The initial intention was to assess all 11,700 questions submitted for their suitability. This 
task was entrusted to the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences and The 
Young Academy as independent organisations with the requisite expertise. The Acade-
my and The Young Academy appointed five juries for this purpose, analogous to the five 
broad areas of science that fall within the Academy’s remit.3 The Steering Committee 
decided on the composition of the juries, which represented all organisations participating 
in the Knowledge Coalition. 

With so many questions having been submitted, however, there was a change of plans. 
Instead of an assessment of each question, the questions were clustered and aggrega-
ted. The first step was to cluster the questions using intelligent software. The juries then 
assessed the resulting clusters and reorganised them into a set of 248 clusters. Each clus-
ter was provided with an overarching main question and a brief explanation. In formulating 
these cluster questions, the juries adhered to the following guidelines:
1) research into the question had to be possible within a ten-year period; 
2) the question had to be challenging and ground-breaking in nature; and 
3)  there had to be prominent Dutch research groups capable of examining the question, or 

if there were not, then there had to be convincing arguments for building such capacity.

Social sciences  
Technical sciences  

Life sciences 
Natural sciences 

Humanities 

Figure 3.  
Distribution of questions across 

the five Academy juries. Because 
some questions could be allocated 

to multiple clusters and, at times, to 
multiple juries, the total number of 

questions in the figure is larger than 
the actual total.

Figure 4.  
Distribution of question clusters 
across the five Academy juries

Figuur 4

No. of clusters per area of science
Figuur 3

No. of questions per area of science

40
59

53

52

44

1266

4455

13933161

2139

3Humanities, Life Sciences,  
Natural Sciences,  

Social Sciences, and  
Technical Sciences.
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Communication activities
-  The results of the assessment were covered in the chairpersons’ media appearances, a 

press release, on social media, and on the website (which featured the Academy’s report 
and a number of blogs). 

- The assessment process was explained on www.wetenschapsagenda.nl.

3.4 Conferences
Three conferences were held in June. In keeping with the mandate for the Agenda, 
the conferences focused on ‘science4science’, ‘science4competiteveness’, and ‘scien-
ce4society’. Their purpose was to bring further order to the 248 clusters, to add relevant 
information, and to further aggregate the questions where possible, based on these three 
perspectives. A total of 900 persons attended the conferences. The attendees participa-
ted in disciplinary and multidisciplinary discussion groups in several different rounds. The 
outcomes of the conferences were documented in three reports that were submitted to the 
Steering Committee in early July.

Communication activities
-  The conferences were publicised on the website, in newsletters, on social media, and 

during the chairpersons’ media appearances. 
- The three conferences were streamed live in Periscope (broadcast on Twitter).
-  Video, film and animated reports on the conferences were published and shared online 

on Flipboard, the website, in newsletters, and on social media.
-  Information about the conferences and their follow-up was published on  

www.wetenschapsagenda.nl. 

3.5 Writing and editing process
During the summer period, the Academy’s juries aggregated the cluster questions more 
extensively based on the outcomes of the conferences. The result was a set of 195 cluster 
questions. The Steering Committee’s aim, however, was to have a National Research 
Agenda consisting of no more than 150 questions. The Steering Committee therefore 
appointed a writing group and an editorial panel charged with reducing the number of 
clusters and refining the questions. The editorial panel was made up of members of the 
Knowledge Coalition; the writing group consisted mainly of secretariat staff nominated by 
the members of the Knowledge Coalition. The writing group proposed aggregating the 195 
questions further into 140 cluster questions, based on the conference outcomes and in 
consultation with the editorial panel. All the questions were also recast into a fixed format,  
including an explanation of the question itself, examples of the diversity of the original, un-
derlying questions, and possible connections between disciplines and between the various 
types of research.

3.6 Connections with existing agendas
Between March and the end of September, the secretariat compiled a survey of existing 
research and policy agendas pursued by research institutions, governemental and civil 
society organisations and linked these agendas to Dutch National Research Agenda ques-
tions. The survey was the result of desk research. The secretariat searched the organisa-
tions’ websites for research themes and priorities. One problem was that there were major 
differences between research descriptions in terms of level of aggregation. To do justice 
to the various organisations, the secretariat worked exclusively with the organisations’ 
own texts. Links to source pages were also included in the list.  As soon as the Steering 
Committee had approved the survey, the 140 questions of the Dutch National Research 
Agenda were linked to the organisations’ priorities.
 4Zie bijlage 4 voor het vraagformat.
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3.7 Routes through the Dutch National Research Agenda
Between July and October, the focus was on framing and editing the questions. The 
structure of the final result also gradually became clear. The mandators had expected the 
Dutch National Research Agenda to identify a small number of priority research themes for 
policymaking and funding purposes. However, it quickly became clear that identifying only 
a small number of themes would never do justice to the depth and diversity of questions, 
or to the very broad scope of existing research. The idea of plotting routes through the 
National Research Agenda arose during the conferences as a way of exploiting the depth 
of the 140 questions and fulfilling the mandate to make connections. 

A route is a collection of related cluster questions that focus on a complex societal, scien-
tific, or economic issue. While cluster questions connect original questions, routes connect 
the 140 cluster questions and other research and policy agendas by linking the questions 
to these agendas. 

The Dutch National Research Agenda describes 16 example routes that offer opportuni-
ties to make new connections. These routes were plotted out and selected by the mem-
bers of the Knowledge Coalition. The secretariat then refined them and cast them into a 
uniform format5.  

As a tool, the routes – which function best in the digital version of the Dutch National 
Research Agenda (see Section 3.8) – allow users to approach a subject from different 
perspectives and discover which research groups are already working on it or which go-
vernmental or civil society organisations regard it as important. Routes can also help in the 
search for multi-sector and multidisciplinary research partners.

3.8 The Dutch National Research Agenda, on paper and digital
Once it had been decided what the Knowledge Coalition would produce – i.e. 140 cluster 
questions and 16 example routes – the next important question was which form the Dutch 
National Research Agenda would take. The answer was both a paper and a digital versi-
on. A digital version was considered to have various advantages: it would be easy for the 
Dutch public to access, and it would simplify management and updating. A digital environ-
ment would also allow users to get the most out of the dynamic routes. 

The paper version of the Dutch National Research Agenda consists of an introduction that 
explains its aim and structure, the 140 cluster questions, and the 16 example routes. The 
140 cluster questions are divided into five chapters:  
- Man, the environment, and the economy 
- Individual and society 
- Sickness and health 
- Technology and society
- Fundamentals of existence
It concludes with a number of appendices that report public consultation statistics, provide 
a list of research and policy agendas, and describe the relationship between the 140 clus-
ter questions and ten themes borrowed from the EU’s Horizon 2020 programme.

5See Appendix 5 for the route format.
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The paper version of the Dutch National Research Agenda was presented to the man-
dators in November 2015. The digital version went live at the same time. At that point, it 
consisted of the original questions linked to the 140 cluster questions, which in turn were 
connected to the survey of existing research and policy agendas. It also consisted of the 
16 example routes. One of the aims of the follow-up is to refine the digital version of the 
Dutch National Research Agenda and ensure that it functions properly.  

Communication activities (3.7 and 3.8) 
-  The secretariat and the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science organised the official 

presentation of the Dutch National Research Agenda.
-  The Agenda was presented to the public on Sunday 29 November 2015 during the 

EUREKA! Festival. The festival took place in Amsterdam and involved many different 
partners, including the Knowledge Coalition members and their participating organisati-
ons, media outlets such as Quest and New Scientist, The Young Academy, the Society of 
Arts, and companies such as Shell and Unilever (see Section 3.9).

-  In addition, publication of the Dutch National Research Agenda was communicated in the 
media (including a guest appearance by the chairpersons on DWDD), in press releases, 
on the website, in newsletters, and on social media. The Knowledge Coalition partners 
also communicated the news to their own organisations.   

3.9 Examples of communication activities
In addition to the communication activities described above, a number of other high-profile 
activities were initiated.

In Conversation
Starting in early July, organisations could ask the NRA secretariat to put them in touch 
with persons who had posed a question concerning a theme relevant to the organisation’s 
own field of activity. They could then invite such persons to meetings, for example, or alert 
them to news of relevance to the subject of their question. For this purpose, the NRA se-
cretariat developed a digital tool that allowed organisations to approach persons who had 
submitted questions without violating their privacy. The tool gave those who had submitted 
questions the opportunity to communicate with researchers and other parties who shared 
their interests.

11.700 questions submitted 

248 Academy clusters 

140 cluster questions
- in 5 chapters
- under 10 themes
- with 16 example routes

Figure 5.  
The Dutch National Research 
Agenda process: from 11,700 original 
questions to 140 cluster questions 
divided into five chapters under ten 
themes and with 16 example routes.
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By the time the Dutch National Research Agenda was released, more than half of those 
who had submitted questions had received invitations to lectures, public meetings, and on-
line forums of all kinds from a range of different organisations. Participating organisations 
included the National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM), the Royal 
Netherlands Meteorological Institute (KNMI), Utrecht University, and the Royal Holland 
Society of Sciences and Humanities (KHMW).

Lowlands Science
Lowlands Science was an alliance between the Lowlands music festival organisation, 
Campagnebureau BKB, New Scientist magazine, the Royal Academy, and the Dutch 
National Research Agenda organisation. Its aim was to make science comprehensible 
for the general public, and it was organised during the Lowlands festival (21 to 23 August 
2015). Several months prior to Lowlands Science, an invitation to submit research 
proposals was distributed among scientists, universities, and research groups. The best 
proposals were presented daily at Lowlands. The Dutch National Research Agenda 
organisation invited a number of persons who had submitted questions to attend Lowlands 
Science and to put their questions to the researchers present that day. The invitation 
received a huge response. The secretariat filmed two encounters between individuals and 
scientists. They can be found at www.wetenschapsagenda.nl. 

National Science Weekend
The Dutch National Research Agenda organisation cooperated with the Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Science on organising seven ‘living room lectures’ during the 
Netherlands’ National Science Weekend. The living room lectures focused on submitted 
questions that had already been answered. The individual who had posed the question 
welcomed a scientist into his or her home to discuss and answer the question, sometimes 
in the presence of a small audience. The Science Minister and State Secretary attended 
two of the lectures. Interested viewers could watch a live stream of the living room lectures 
in Periscope. 

There was great interest in the living room lectures, including in the media, and the indivi-
duals who hosted the events had very positive things to say about it.

Society of Arts – imagination
Filmmaker Inge Meijer was commissioned by the Society of Arts and the Dutch National 
Research Agenda organisation to produce a film about the Agenda highlighting the role 
of those who had submitted questions. Meijer’s aim was to film meetings between such 
individuals and scientists to show, at micro level, the essence of the Dutch National Rese-
arch Agenda: the convergence of science and society. Her film featured a number of the 
living room lectures. It premiered on 29 November 2015 during the EUREKA! Festival in 
Amsterdam.

Besides Meijer’s film, two other filmmakers produced films inspired by the questions sub-
mitted. Dutch poet laureate Anne Vegter composed a poem about the Dutch National Re-
search Agenda. Finally, artist Koert van Mensvoort produced ‘in vitro ice cream’ that was 
served at the EUREKA! Festival to get participants thinking about food and sustainability.

TEDx Amsterdam
The theme of TEDx Amsterdam 2015 was ‘Big Questions’. The 27 November event took a 
humorous look at questions from the Dutch National Research Agenda. 
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EUREKA! Festival
The EUREKA! Festival, held on Sunday 29 November 2015, showcased science in all its 
many facets. Following the official presentation, this event unveiled the Dutch National 
Research Agenda for the general public.

The festival was held in Amsterdam and attracted about 3000 visitors. The festival 
programme was the result of collaboration with the communication departments of the 
various Knowledge Coalition partners and their organisations. A number of research 
universities adopted parts of the programme, the universities of applied science made a 
substantial contribution with their ‘innovation catwalk’, and The Young Academy filled one 
of the festival locations. The Society of Arts chose the festival to premiere its film about the 
Dutch National Research Agenda and delegated artists to reflect on the questions that had 
been submitted. Nijmegen’s ‘InScience’ film festival organisation scheduled the remaining 
programme of science films. Shell, Unilever, and other businesses also cooperated.

The EUREKA! Festival was an open and accessible event, and as such a very suitable 
way of rounding off the Dutch National Research Agenda development process.

Books
Publisher Nijgh & Van Ditmar published a book by science journalist Malou van Hintum 
on the development of the Dutch National Research Agenda, entitled Wat wil Nederland 
weten? (What does the Netherlands want to know?). Kennislink published a book 
answering a number of the questions posed. 
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4. Follow-up
The Dutch National Research Agenda – and especially the digital version – helps 
individuals and organisations find research partners that will enhance their efforts. To spur 
this process, a series of ‘route workshops’ have been scheduled (starting in late 2015 and 
continuing in 2016) during which potential partners can explore the possibility of plotting 
new routes or elaborating on existing ones. To align the routes with existing agendas as 
closely as possible, the organisations will be asked to refine and maintain the connection 
between the National Research Agenda and the existing agendas. 

One of the aims of the route workshops is to continue prioritising the themes within the 
Dutch National Research Agenda. The Knowledge Coalition will use the outputs of these 
workshops as input for a manifesto advocating an integrated science, technology, and 
innovation policy that it will submit to the Dutch Government.

The Knowledge Coalition does not regard the present ‘product’ as the finish line, but rather 
as the start of a revitalised and enhanced partnership, not only between its own members 
but also between other parties in Dutch society that have a deep interest in research. It 
is important to update the Dutch National Research Agenda at regular intervals in order 
to continue pursuing the current strategy, anticipate new developments, and above all 
maintain the momentum and support that has been generated for the current Agenda. 
After about seven years, the Dutch National Research Agenda will undergo a fundamental 
review. This document’s description of the process that led to the Agenda, and the 
reflections on that process, will be useful during that review.
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5. Reflection
The process of formulating the Dutch National Research Agenda was once described 
as ‘building an aircraft while in full flight’. The scale of the mandate and its expressed 
level of ambition, the composition of the Knowledge Coalition, the limited time available 
(nine months), and the innovative nature of the procedure made the process complicated 
and stressful. A number of underlying principles also raised the bar for those in charge: 
everyone was invited to contribute their input; none of those submitting questions should 
come away disappointed. 

The chairpersons, the Steering Committee, and the secretariat have worked hard on the 
process and are satisfied with the result: a Dutch National Research Agenda consisting 
of 140 questions, 16 example routes, unexpected cross-connections, and a great deal of 
publicity for science – and especially Dutch science. Below is a brief reflection on various 
elements that contributed to this result.

The mandate
The Knowledge Coalition’s mandate was multifaceted in nature. The Dutch National 
Research Agenda was to encourage cooperation, unexpected connections, and 
imagination; it was to align research more closely to societal and economic opportunities 
and requirements; it was to reflect and influence existing agendas; it was to demonstrate 
the excellence of Dutch research, make breakthroughs possible, and in doing so boost 
the international position of Dutch research; it was to have the support of the general 
public; and it was to make choices.The Steering Committee believes that it has fulfilled the 
mandate. Various elements of that mandate are discussed below. 

Governance
Cooperation within the Knowledge Coalition – and the advice of the Liaison Group 
representing civil society organisations – turned out to be an important prerequisite for the 
process leading to a National Research Agenda. All the stakeholders were involved. They 
came to understand each other better, and to acknowledge their shared interest, including 
in the longer term. The members of the Knowledge Coalition did however have highly 
diverse organisations behind them that wanted to be acknowledged in the outcome of the 
process. This made decision-making difficult at certain points.

As an independent party, the chairpersons were free to appear in the media and in other 
external contexts. Their activities generated support for the Dutch National Research 
Agenda and brought it into the limelight.

The secretariat – consisting of representatives of the Knowledge Coalition – fast-tracked 
cooperation within the coalition; the representatives benefitted from each other’s expertise 
and their shared aim stood above those of the separate parties. 

Both the Steering Committee and the secretariat maintained innovative working methods. 
Although they initially adhered to the action plan, the process of decision-making and 
follow-up gradually became more organic. This approach created scope for creativity and 
unanticipated inspiration that enriched the outcomes of the process. The secretariat’s 
method – working on projects in a virtual environment and making use of each other’s 
complementary expertise – made it possible to facilitate and anticipate the cumulative 
insight of the Steering Committee and chairpersons.
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Public consultation procedure, assessment, and conferences
The public consultation procedure got many Dutch people from outside the scientific 
community involved in the National Research Agenda. The number of questions submitted 
exceeded the Steering Committee’s expectations. It is, however, very difficult to manage 
processes closely during a public consultation procedure, as the Steering Committee 
found out. No one could say how useful the outcomes of public consultation would 
be. Those who submitted questions did not know what would be done with their input, 
and scientists feared that ordinary citizens would decide what research they would be 
undertaking. 

The Academy and The Young Academy made a valuable contribution by managing the 
task of assessment. In part thanks to their authority, their deep roots in science and 
innovation, and the meticulous way that they clustered and aggregated the questions 
submitted, they ensured that the cluster questions would be framed in properly scientific 
terms, and that those who submitted questions would recognise their input in the relevant 
clusters.

The conferences proved to be excellent occasions for bringing together scientists, 
businesses, and society to discuss the juries’ output. The attendees – approximately 900 
in all – helped aggregate the cluster questions more precisely and contributed to their 
interdisciplinary nature.

Communication
The communication activities concerning the Dutch National Research Agenda sparked a 
huge response. That was evident from the almost 12,000 questions that were submitted. 
The activities also led to interaction between different disciplines, scientists, businesses, 
and civil society organisations, and between scientists and the public. The various parties 
engaged with one another at different meetings and on different forums. Their interaction 
is a valuable outcome of this process. 

Time frame
The timeline for this ambitious mandate was nine months. This did not deter the Steering 
Committee from launching various ambitious initiatives, such as the public consultation 
procedure and three major conferences. This was the first time ever that a national 
research agenda had been developed in this fashion, and it was uncharted territory for all 
those involved. That led to enormous creativity, but also put enormous pressure on the 
chairpersons, the Steering Committee, and the secretariat in every phase of the process. 
In addition, the broad spectrum of organisations represented in the Knowledge Coalition 
made rapid decision-making difficult. In the end, however, the mandate was fulfilled within 
the prescribed nine months.

Choices
As the process unfolded, it became clear to those involved that a national research 
agenda should in fact represent the full breadth of science. The task of choosing specific 
focus areas was put off, first of all by the juries, who had no choice but to group as many 
questions as possible into valid clusters rather than select a specified number from among 
those submitted. This process continued during the conferences. It was unrealistic to 
expect to make sophisticated, well-argued choices fully supported by the participating 
organisations within the time remaining. With no prospect of additional funding, an 
important additional incentive for making choices was lacking.
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The Steering Committee embraced the idea of the routes, meant to represent the 
connections between questions and parties. It will take more time to refine this idea, which 
will in fact lead to choices being made by means of a bottom-up process. After the release 
of the Dutch National Research Agenda, a series of route workshops will be organised 
whose outcomes will be presented to the relevant ministers and state secretary in mid-
2016.

Innovation
The mandate given to the Knowledge Coalition had innovation as one of its key aims. 
Innovation was therefore a priority in the process. The Knowledge Coalition took 
an innovative approach to formulating 140 research questions illustrating the broad 
landscape of Dutch science and enjoying the support of the entire Knowledge Coalition. 
The process of enquiry also led to new products. The first is the digital version of the 
Dutch National Research Agenda, which shows the connections in that landscape, invites 
parties to enter into new alliances, and is constructed in a way that makes updating easy. 
The second is the idea of the routes, mentioned previously, which will serve as an impetus 
for bottom-up connections in the science and innovation sector. The third and final product 
is In Conversation, which will be continued after the completion of the National Research 
Agenda. In Conversation also illustrates the interaction that this process has generated 
between science and the public.

In addition to the Dutch National Research Agenda itself, the most important outcomes 
of the past nine months are the innovative process and the subsidiary products of that 
process.
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Appendix 1:  Mandate issued 
by the relevant 
ministers to 
the Knowledge 
Coalition

25 november 2014

To the chairpersons of the Knowledge Coalition, 

As we discussed with you on a previous occasion and as announced in the Government’s 
‘Vision for Science 2025’ policy document, the Government hereby asks you to produce 
a National Research Agenda by no later than autumn 2015. This memorandum describes 
the framework for this mandate. 

Aims 
The Knowledge Coalition – consisting of VSNU, Vereniging Hogescholen, TO2, VNO-
NCW, MKB Nederland, NWO and the Royal Academy – is to develop a National Research 
Agenda in order to achieve the aims set out in the Government’s ‘Vision for Science 2025’. 
The emphasis is on the following aims. 

1.  The Agenda is to identify societal themes and top scientific fields. These should reflect 
current or intended strengths of Dutch research, economic opportunities, and societal 
issues. This process will allow a small number of themes to be identified that appeal 
to both researchers and the public and that inspire them to channel research efforts in 
specific directions. Within these themes and top scientific fields, the Agenda will identify 
specific, challenging, and trendsetting issues that show the areas that Dutch resear-
chers aim to excel in and in which they have distinguished themselves in the interna-
tional arena, as well research areas that serve to boost our knowledge economy and 
knowledge society. 

2.  The Agenda should build on existing agendas and make connections. Such agendas 
should include the following: university institutional and specialisation plans; strategic 
plans by NWO and Academy institutes and universities of applied sciences; economic 
sector plans and the agendas and innovation contracts of the top economic sectors; 
corporate and government research programmes; the strategic plans of the TO2 insti-
tutes and government research centres; Horizon 2020; and the knowledge agendas 
of the various ministries. These connections should encourage cooperation across the 
boundaries of separate disciplines, top economic sectors, and institutions.  

3.  This means that once the National Research Agenda has been adopted, it will also 
influence new plans. Parties in the Knowledge Coalition should commit themselves to 
implementing the National Research Agenda in their own organisations. 
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4.  The Agenda should enhance the international standing of Dutch research and the 
public’s engagement with that research, encourage cooperation, and increase its 
impact throughout the knowledge chain. It should inspire and call on civil society, the 
authorities, and businesses to participate in, fund, and valorise research. Conversely, 
it should help researchers align their research questions more closely to the needs of 
society. 

5.  The National Research Agenda should focus on research in which a national approach 
offers greater value and contributes something that isolated institutions or existing 
alliances have so far failed to achieve (principle of subsidiarity). This means that every 
matter included in the National Research Agenda should be important, but not every 
important matter should be included in the National Research Agenda. 

Process 
6.  The Knowledge Coalition should organise an open process in which researchers are 

invited to join in and contribute. The National Research Agenda should not, therefore, 
be an exclusively institutional product. It is important to be transparent about the way in 
which choices are made, and to allow leeway for debate while developing the Agenda. 

7.  The Knowledge Coalition should involve relevant parties in developing the National 
Research Agenda. The following parties should in any event be involved: the Nether-
lands Federation of University Medical Centres (NFU), specialist ministries, provincial 
and other decentralised authorities, the Top Consortia of the top economic sectors, 
The Young Academy, and government expertise centres such as KNMI and RIVM. 

8.  The National Research Agenda should make allowance for innovation by welcoming 
input and influence from outside the existing institutional frameworks. Independent 
and creative thinkers should be invited to contribute. Examples include Spinoza Prize 
laureates, the National Think Tank, Chief Technology Officers (CTOs), innovative en-
trepreneurs, and pioneers affiliated with civil society organisations or the public sector. 

Governance 
9.  The Knowledge Coalition will set up a Steering Committee. The Steering Commit-

tee should have an independent chairperson or chairpersons. The chairperson or 
chairpersons should be capable of providing authoritative, unifying, and innovative 
leadership and have broad support among the partners. The ministers and state se-
cretary for Education, Culture and Science and for Economic Affairs will approach the 
chairperson or chairpersons upon the recommendation of the Knowledge Coalition. 

10.  The Knowledge Coalition will be assisted by a secretariat hosted by NWO. The secre-
tariat will be staffed by representatives of the Knowledge Coalition. 

11.  The two ministries will act as the mandators on behalf of the Dutch Government. The 
Ministry of Education, Culture and Science will take the lead. The mandators will be 
closely involved in the proceedings and in all content-related decisions. 
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12.  After two months, and after consultation with its chairperson or chairpersons, the 
Knowledge Coalition must submit an action plan that clarifies how it intends to act on 
the mandate. The two ministries will support the Knowledge Coalition in coordinating 
and organising communication with the specialist ministries, government expertise 
centres, top economic sectors, and civil society. Existing bodies will naturally be invol-
ved to ensure close communication (including on content-related matters) with specia-
list and other ministries, knowledge-based institutions, and top economic sectors. 

13.  One specific concern is the relationship between the National Research Agenda and 
the agendas of the top economic sectors, with which many of the parties involved have 
already aligned their research agendas. The National Research Agenda should build 
on these initiatives. It is important that the National Research Agenda and the agendas 
of the top economic sectors are mutually complementary and reinforcing, including 
in the areas of applied and practice-based research. The two ministries will organise 
meetings with the parties most closely involved to ensure close alignment. 

14.  The relevant ministers and state secretary, the independent chairperson or chairper-
sons, and the Knowledge Coalition will meet every quarter to discuss progress. This 
meeting will be preceded by an inter-ministerial meeting of directors initiated by the 
Ministry of Education, Culture and Science and the Ministry of Economic Affairs. The 
meetings will continue after the National Research Agenda has been completed. 

15.  The deadline for the National Research Agenda is the autumn of 2015. The Govern-
ment will assess the proposed Research Agenda by comparing it to the description 
given in the mandate and, ultimately, adopt the agenda. 

We hope that your work on the National Research Agenda proves insightful, inspiring,  
and successful. 
Yours sincerely, 

The Minister of Education, Culture and Science, 
Jet Bussemaker 

The State Secretary for Education, Culture and Science 
Sander Dekker 

The Minister for Economic Affairs 
Henk Kamp
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Appendix 2:  Questionnaire 
distributed to  
the public

Question

Explanation

Key words

Is your question relevant to an existing research agenda, for example Horizon 2020,  
Top Economic Sectors, or University Specialisations?

Which one?

Which theme?

Another agenda?

Type of ‘other agenda’

Does the Netherlands have research groups or research capacity with sufficient  
expertise to be able to answer your question?

Specifically

Explanation

If your question is selected, at which conference would you like to present it?

Explanation

In which scientific fields is your question relevant? (multiple options possible)

Are you submitting your question on your own behalf, or on behalf of an organisation  
or group?

Which organisation or group?

Type of organisation

How old are you?

Are you male or female?

Submitted

Published

Amended
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Appendix 3:  Organisations 
that assisted in 
formulating a 
question, and 
relevant areas 

Huygens Institute for Netherlands History: Dutch history, Dutch literature, history of 
science and digital humanities.

International Institute of Social History (IISG-KNAW): social history, especially the 
international history of labour and labour relations and the causes of economic and social 
inequality

Meertens Institute: Dutch language and culture.

University of Groningen Science Shop: science, economics & business science, 
philosophy, medicine & public health, education & language, culture & communication.

University of Twente Science Shop: culture & education, market & communication, society 
& health, residential environment & sustainability, environment & infrastructure, design & 
engineering, governance & enterprise.

Wageningen University & Research Centre Science Shop: nutrition and food production, 
living environment, health, lifestyle, and living conditions.

Dutch Institute for Fundamental Energy Research (DIFFER): sustainable energy, energy 
conversion & storage, sustainable fuels, nuclear fusion, plasma physics, and advanced 
materials.

Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR): public security, 
crime, adjudication, and police matters.

Royal Netherlands Institute for Sea Research (NIOZ): all matters related to the seas and 
oceans, e.g. geology, physics, chemistry, biology, technology, climate change, sea-level 
rise, and pollution.

Utrecht Valorisation Centre: cultures, citizenship and human rights, education for learning 
societies (ELS), foundations of complex systems, future deltas, Future Food Utrecht, 
game research, history and philosophy of the sciences and humanities, integrative 
bioinformatics for life sciences and sustainability, Neuroscience and Cognition Utrecht 
(NCU), professional performance and sport & society.

Kennislink: all science-related matters, e.g. life on earth & the universe, brain health & 
behaviour, man & society, energy & environment, cultural & linguistic history, technology & 
natural sciences.
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Dutch Society for the Replacement of Animal Testing (Proefdiervrij): research that does 
not involve laboratory animals.

Astronomy Department at Radboud University Nijmegen: astronomy.

FOM institute for Atomic and Molecular Physics (AMOLF): light/photonics, 
nanotechnology, biophysics, solar cells, linked to societal issues concerning energy and 
health.

Center for Mathematics and Computer Science (CWI): mathematics, information science, 
ICT, and logistics.

National Institute for Nuclear Physics and High Energy Physics (Nikhef): elementary 
particles, fundamental forces, cosmology and the evolution of the universe, experimental 
techniques, accelerators.
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