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Executive summary

In recent years, mission-oriented policy has risen to 

prominence as a widely discussed approach. Across 

several OECD countries and at the EU level, initiatives 

embracing a mission-oriented approach are gaining 

momentum. In Germany, too, calls for a more trans-

formative policy have grown. The coalition agreement 

of Germany’s current federal government, along with 

several position papers from federal ministries and 

the recent report by the Commission of Experts for 

Research and Innovation (EFI) in 2023, prominently 

highlight the intention to develop and deploy mis-

sion-oriented approaches. A process to translate mis-

sion-oriented policies into action was initiated with 

Germany’s High-Tech Strategy 2025 and continues to 

be further developed as part of the Federal Ministry of 

Education and Research’s “Future Research and Inno-

vation Strategy” (2023).

Transformative policies are very 
demanding

Embracing a transformative policy paradigm poses 

major challenges, as the translation of mission-oriented 

policies involves considerably more complexity than 

established approaches. They require a careful balanc-

ing of mission objectives, steering mechanisms and in-

centive structures. However, for those navigating these 

complexities, there is relatively little practical political 

experience to draw upon.

The experience to date shows that in practice, mission 

orientation is often superficially applied to existing 

policy frameworks without substantive alterations 

being made to policy design. In fact, earnest efforts to 

implement mission-oriented policies often fail due to a 

lack of shared orientation among the stakeholders.

The success of mission-oriented 
policy depends on a clearly 
formulated mission

In recent years, a vigorous discussion has emerged in 

Germany regarding the design of mission-oriented 

policy, the key factors contributing to its success and 

its institutional frameworks. However, those tasked 

with crafting and implementing such missions find only 

limited resources in terms of specific guidance and ac-

tion-oriented knowledge. This gap is particularly evi-

dent with regard to the first critical step in mission-ori-

ented policy: formulating appropriate missions.

This step plays a critical role in determining policy 

impact. Those entrusted with formulating the mission 

are tasked with mobilizing stakeholders, ensuring the 

mission’s legitimacy from the outset, and providing all 

involved parties with sufficient orientation in terms of 

selecting the appropriate combination of instruments 

and steering mechanisms. 

A practical guide to formulating 
effective missions

This paper aims to offer practical guidance to political 

actors entrusted with designing, moderating or over-

seeing a mission formulation process. It addresses 

crucial questions such as how to formulate missions to 

optimize their impact and what criteria the formulation 

process should meet to ensure that the established 

goals effectively guide the actions of involved stake-

holders.

In addition to a set of key principles to guide the pro-

cess of mission formulation, we provide a “practitioner 

checklist” and a template to aid in crafting the core 

statement of a mission. The checklist is intended to 

serve as a self-assessment tool for mission stakehold-

ers, while the template is designed to help structure 

the core statement of a mission.
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Moreover, this document identifies five key compo-

nents of the mission formulation process and sheds 

light on the range of decisions that mission stakehold-

ers must make throughout the process design phase.

To prove successful, formulation processes must adapt 

to the political and administrative contexts in which 

they take place. We therefore outline various hypo-

thetical scenarios for such processes that account for 

the social, political and regulatory conditions under 

which a mission formulation process might take place. 

The aim here is to highlight those areas and aspects 

that should be afforded particular consideration in a 

given context.

Principles of an effective mission 
formulation process

 The process of formulating a mission requires a 

shift in perspective that involves thinking in terms 

of potential problems and embracing an approach 

that reaches across ministries and sectors. Trans-

formative missions often struggle to thrive when 

confined by the corset of rigid bureaucracies.

 The process of mission formulation is one of clar-

ification in which feasible and manageable objec-

tives are defined in terms of specific problems. 

The goal is to establish priorities among selected 

issues within societal challenges. This includes  

explicitly specifying which aspects are to be  

addressed.

 Ambitions should be tempered by pragmatic 

considerations. Overly ambitious, potentially unat-

tainable goals or a too narrowly defined timeframe 

threaten the ability to mobilize support and under-

mine the legitimacy of missions. The focus should 

be on missions with the potential to foster trans-

formative change in society.

 Transformative missions are complex, and their 

implementation may span several legislative peri-

ods. Interim goals can provide direction and prove 

helpful in efforts to execute specific measures.

 It should be possible to articulate a well-defined 

mission mandate to all stakeholders by the end of 

the formulation process. This involves establishing 

quantifiable targets that are aligned among them-

selves and aim toward an overall objective which, in 

turn enables the selection of appropriate instru-

ments.

 Establishing interim goals facilitates further re-

finement of the mission through the definition of 

milestones. Conversely, breaking down broader 

objectives into subgoals targeting specific aspects 

enables the transition from formulating the mis-

sion to designing and implementing measures and 

actions. 

 To prevent missions from evolving into a disjointed 

amalgamation of unrelated objectives (i.e., mission 

creep), especially regarding interim and subgoals, 

it’s crucial to prioritize close alignment when es-

tablishing them.

 The mission formulation process involves more 

than goal-setting; it also lays the groundwork 

for subsequent phases of instrument design and 

implementation. The success of both hinges on a 

shared understanding of the mission, stakeholder 

consensus on its focus and maximal legitimacy. 

Efforts to formulate a mission thus involve exten-

sive deliberations and negotiations among stake-

holders, making this a time-consuming process.

Essential components of the mission 
formulation process

A mission is the outcome of several negotiation pro-

cesses involving various stakeholders. The design and 

focus of each process depends on the context and con-

ditions under which each takes place. There is no “one 

size fits all” approach.

However, we can draw upon past experience and re-

search on the subject to identify five key components 

of the mission formulation process. Taking these com-

ponents into account will assist those responsible for 

formulating a mission in thoroughly evaluating planned 

or existing frameworks, refining them and capitalizing 

on emerging opportunities. The components include:

1. Roles and responsibilities: Who should bear which 

responsibility? Which actor should assume which 

role?
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2. Stakeholder participation: Which stakeholders 

should be involved, and for what reasons and at 

which stage? What role should they play in formu-

lating the mission?

3. Negotiation and decision-making mechanisms: 

What principles govern negotiation processes? 

How are the objectives formalized, and who has 

the authority to make final decisions regarding the 

mission’s formulation?

4. Embedding objectives in the respective political 

and administrative context: How do the mission 

objectives align with the current state of affairs? 

What resources are available for mission imple-

mentation?

5. Assessing mission feasibility and coherence: Have 

the conditions needed to accomplish the mission 

been established? What factors serve to legitimize 

the mission statement? Are there conflicts of inter-

est with other political initiatives or missions?

Accounting for contextual conditions

Missions and the processes required to formulate them 

cannot be divorced from their political environment. In 

fact, political dynamics exert a significant influence on 

missions, shaping their trajectory and outcomes. The 

social, political and institutional setting of a mission 

not only defines its parameters but also dictates the 

challenges and expectations faced by mission owners 

during the formulation phase. These contextual factors 

play a pivotal role in shaping various aspects of mission 

development, including narrative construction, stake-

holder engagement and political viability. The empirical 

evidence consistently underscores the necessity of 

considering contextual constraints when crafting mis-

sions that can garner widespread support across minis-

terial and sectoral domains.

To offer practical guidance with such efforts, this paper 

outlines a range of hypothetical scenarios for those 

tasked with formulating missions. These scenarios pro-

vide a framework for conceptualizing such processes 

and highlight the various requirements of a formu-

lation process. While recognizing the inherent com-

plexity of the real world, this overview highlights key 

priorities for each scenario and outlines the potential 

challenges that mission owners may have to navigate 

during the process.

For example, high-level policy initiatives, which often 

identify specific objectives to target, can inform the 

development of missions. Examples of this approach 

include the objectives outlined in the EU’s research 

funding program, Horizon Europe or greenhouse gas 

reduction targets derived from climate protection 

agreements. Implementing this approach necessitates 

a dedicated translation and coordination effort within 

the formulation process.

Harmonizing design with 
implementation

The essence of every successful mission formulation 

process is driven by the need for actionable outcomes. 

In the end, all stakeholders should have a clear un-

derstanding of the next steps to be taken. However, a 

well-designed formulation process extends beyond the 

creation of individual missions, it anticipates the insti-

tutional arrangements needed for implementation. 

It is crucial that the framework governing a mission be 

aligned with the cross-ministerial and cross-sectoral 

nature of a mission.
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1.  Introduction: Formulating successful 
missions 

In recent years, mission-oriented policy has gained prom-

inence and sparked widespread debate. As a systemic 

policy approach to addressing societal grand challenges, 

it is now being adopted in numerous countries across 

the OECD and at the EU level. However, despite (or per-

haps because of) its rapid rise, many policymakers lack 

experience in the specific design and practical translation 

of such initiatives. Moreover, compared to other estab-

lished approaches, such as research, technology and 

innovation policy (RTI policy), mission-oriented policies 

are extremely challenging to implement (Lindner et al. 

2021). They require a careful balancing of mission goals, 

steering mechanisms and incentive structures. Currently, 

there is limited practical policy experience in this area.

Mission orientation in Germany: Strategies in 
place, but a lack of practical knowledge

In Germany, there is a growing discussion both with-

in academic circles and among policymakers about 

the need for a more transformative policy agenda 

that aims for substantial changes rather than mere 

incremental adjustments. The coalition agreement of 

Germany’s current federal government (SPD, Bündnis 

90/Die Grünen, and FDP in 2021), along with several 

position papers from federal ministries and the recent 

report by the Commission of Experts for Research and 

Innovation (EFI) in 2023, prominently highlight the 

intention to develop and deploy mission-oriented ap-

proaches. One initial effort to implement such a policy 

has already been made in the context of Germany’s 

High-Tech Strategy 2025 (HTS 2025). This was further 

developed as part of the Federal Ministry of Education 

and Research’s “Future Research and Innovation Strat-

egy” (2023).

Against this background (Breitinger et al. 2021; Lind-

ner et al. 2021; Roth et al. 2021), a vigorous discussion 

has arisen regarding the practical implementation of 

mission-oriented policy in Germany. This discussion 

focuses on the likely conditions for success and nec-

essary institutional arrangements (Bohne, Hassel and 

Blaschke 2023; Breitinger et al. 2021; EFI 2022; 2023; 

Lindner et al. 2021; 2022). While various conceptual 

frameworks have been debated, there remains a lack of 

concrete guidance and action-oriented resources for 

policymakers tasked with shaping and implementing 

missions. This applies above all to the first critical step 

in mission-oriented policy: formulating appropriate 

missions.

This publication aims to bridge this gap by providing 

practical support to policymakers involved in the de-

sign and implementation of missions as they navigate 

the process of formulating mission-oriented approach-

es.

In practice, the process of formulating missions 
frequently falls short of expectations

While Mazzucato’s (2018) call to establish clear and 

ambitious objectives for missions is widely recognized, 

the practical implementation of these principles re-

mains a challenge. According to a recent OECD study 

(Larrue 2021: 9), only a handful of ongoing initiatives 

actually align with the criteria of a true mission. Thus, 

in the authors’ view, the current landscape is marked 

more by the proliferation of missions than by the effec-

tive realization of mission concepts in practice. In this 

regard, “mission orientation” is often merely a new label 

applied to existing policy approaches, thus delivering 

little substantive change in how policies are conceived 

and executed. Consequently, in most cases, what we 

observe is essentially a continuation of traditional re-

search and innovation policies under a different guise. 

Especially concerning the level of ambition and the 

formulation of objectives, only a limited number of mis-

sion-oriented projects to date have demonstrated the 

characteristics expected of true missions.

This is problematic insofar as the mission formulation 

phase, which affects structural issues (Janssen et al. 

2021; Lindner et al. 2021), is a key factor in the ulti-

mate success of mission-oriented policy (Wittmann 
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et al. 2021a; 2021b). The mission formulation phase 

(see Figure 1) has the particular function of mobilizing 

stakeholders and legitimizing their involvement. It 

also offers guidance for shaping the mission’s concrete 

design through the selection of appropriate policy in-

struments. Without an effective mission formulation 

process, subsequent steps such as mission design (i.e., 

selecting suitable mixes of instruments and steering 

mechanisms) and implementation will lack the neces-

sary direction and focus provided by an overarching 

goal (Wittmann et al. 2021b). This in turn undermines 

the directionality that serves as a core element of mis-

sion-oriented policy. Moreover, there is a heightened 

risk of simply perpetuating previously established poli-

cy patterns and administrative processes.

Two perspectives on formulating successful 
missions

This publication thus offers detailed mission-formula-

tion support to stakeholders involved in mission-ori-

ented policy. We adopt two different perspectives 

here:

1.   First, we offer practical tips for mission formula-

tion. These insights are intended to support stake-

holders during the formulation phrase – especially 

while moderating mission formulation processes. 

The tips can additionally serve as a checklist or set 

of guideposts:

a. How should missions be formulated to opti-

mize their impact?

b. What are the key elements and criteria needed 

to formulate missions that can serve as guiding 

principles and provide clear direction through-

out the implementation process?

2.   Second, we adopt a perspective that focuses on 

missions’ sometimes very different initial and con-

textual conditions. In doing so, we aim to account 

for the impacts and limitations arising from these 

differences within the mission formulation process 

itself:

a. When formulating the mission, what must be 

taken into account in order to accommodate 

varying contextual conditions?

b. Which factors are pivotal to the success of the 

formulation process within each relevant con-

text?

c. With these questions in mind, which factors 

should mission teams pay particular attention 

to?

FIGURE 1  Phases of mission-oriented policies  

Source: Roth et al. 2021.
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Principles of an effective mission formulation process

1. Missions require thinking in terms of current 

relevant problems rather than in terms of ex-

isting measures and activities. While missions 

of course should and must build on existing 

activities, they should not function as a mere 

recapitulation of established policy instruments 

and strategies. They must be conceived and 

designed across policy areas – that is, they 

must coordinate and bundle measures and in-

struments from different sectors.

2. Missions should not be equated with societal 

challenges. Rather, they constitute a specifi-

cation step in which realistic and manageable 

goals are defined on the basis of specific prob-

lems.

3. Missions must define their focuses and prior-

itize selected problems within the broader 

context of societal challenges. They must ex-

plicitly indicate which aspects of the societal 

challenge are being addressed. A clear mandate 

for action must be communicated to the stake-

holders involved.

4. The mission formulation process entails 

time-consuming and discussion-intensive pro-

cesses of development and negotiation. It is 

not limited to the formulation of a concise “vi-

sion” or goal, but also lays the groundwork for 

the mission design and implementation phases.

5. There is no standardized schema for the mis-

sion formulation process. Rather, the specific 

focuses and challenges will depend on the 

approach taken. This leads to different require-

ments for the formulation process depending 

on the context.

6. Quantifiable goals should be defined and 

agreed upon, although the scope of these too 

will vary depending on the complexity of the 

mission. This is necessary in order to identify 

suitable policy instruments and to ensure the 

successful implementation of the approach.

7. Given the complexity of the policy approach, 

missions should set goals that take several leg-

islative periods to work through and achieve. 

Interim goals can serve as milestones along this 

path.

8. When formulating the interim goals to be 

reached over time, as well as individual substan-

tive subgoals, care must be taken to ensure that 

they are closely linked. Otherwise, missions risk 

degenerating into a loose collection of unrelat-

ed objectives..
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2.  Central aspects of mission 
formulation

1 At this point, we deviate from Mazzucato (2018), who cites openness to different types of solutions as a criterion. Instead, we propose 
transformativeness as a criterion. In our view, this better expresses the uncertainties about the specific way forward, since differing com-
binations of solutions (technological, regulatory, social, economic, etc.) may be necessary at different levels (Wurm and Wittmann 2023a).

The formulation of a concrete mission is by no means 

merely an editorial act or a purely formal starting point 

for mission-oriented policy. Rather, the mission formu-

lation process shapes how the mission will be under-

stood, while also providing orientation and legitima-

tion. Accordingly, the design of the mission formulation 

process is itself of vital importance. For this reason, it is 

important to involve relevant stakeholders and broad 

sections of the public even at this early stage, and moti-

vate them to cooperate, invest and engage in activities 

that often deviate significantly from their previous 

behavioral patterns and logic (Boon and Edler 2018; 

Mazzucato 2018).

2.1  General criteria for mission 
formulation

If a mission is to succeed, its core statement must go 

well beyond a mere declaration of intent, aiming to 

address, motivate and inspire a variety of stakeholders 

in a relatively concise format. This does not preclude 

the further specification and detailed explanation of 

the mission in accompanying documents. However, the 

written description of the core of a mission should be 

meaningful in itself.

Drawing on Mazzucato (2018), these core mission 

statements should be crafted with reference to a short 

list of key principles. Specifically, actors should ensure 

that their missions:

1.   Are bold, inspirational and bear broad societal 

relevance;

2.   Provide clear direction, while also being measura-

ble and time-bound;

3.   Are ambitious, while still setting realistic goals;

4.   Are cross-disciplinary, cross-sectoral and involve 

diverse stakeholders; and 

5.   Are transformative.1

The specific question of how missions should be for-

mulated beyond these principles continues to pose 

challenges for policymakers. The following sections 

therefore seek to develop these general principles in 

more detail.

Level of primary mission activity

One central aspect of mission formulation is the ques-

tion of the activity level, that is the specific aspect of a 

societal challenge to be targeted by a mission which, 

in turn, determines the content and problems that will 

serve as the mission’s focus.

In practice, the boundary between missions as strategic 

action-oriented goals on the one hand, and the under-

lying societal challenges that serve to legitimize that 

action on the other, is often blurred. However, it is a 

mistake to regard the formulation of (long-term) objec-

tives alone as a sufficient criterion for mission-oriented 

policy. Nor should a simple reference to societal chal-

lenges be confused with the formulation of ambitious 

mission goals.

In practice, the way that many missions are formulated 

today still appears to be rooted in the logic of “chal-

lenge-oriented policies” (Daimer, Hufnagl and Warnke 

2012; Boon and Edler 2018), which can be regarded 

as a preliminary stage of mission-oriented policy. Al-

though this framework entails a reference to societal 

challenges in its formulation of goals, it lacks the specif-

ic references to, and options for action that character-

ize missions (Daimer, Hufnagl and Warnke 2012: 223). 

By conceiving missions’ role as “translat[ing] broad 
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challenges and political orientations into ‘doable’ prob-

lems to be solved,” mission-oriented policy approaches 

can close this gap between overarching challenges and 

realistic, achievable individual activities (Robinson and 

Mazzucato 2019: 938). In this context, Larrue (2021: 

9) also refers to a “narrowing down” process, whereby 

the focus of the mission is concentrated on selected 

aspects. Building on Fujimura (1987), Robinson and 

Mazzucato (2019) argue that three different hierarchi-

cal levels can be distinguished: i) societal challenges, ii) 

missions and iii) specific problems (see Figure 2).

Missions are positioned between overarching societal 

challenges and specific problems that are part of the 

overall challenge. Within the framework of a mission, 

societal challenges thus constitute the frame of refer-

ence for activity aimed at providing effective contribu-

tions and clearly defined approaches to overcoming the 

challenge. Missions therefore constitute a selection of 

particularly relevant (and addressable) problems in the 

context of societal challenges that are intended to be 

overcome.

Focus on selected problem clusters

From the perspective of legitimacy, it might seem natu-

ral to define the goals as comprehensively as possible. 

Yet such formulations often fail to reflect constraints 

on the scope of possible actions and on the availabil-

ity of resources. Unrealistic or overly comprehensive 

objectives can undermine the legitimacy of such ap-

proaches (Lindner et al. 2021). The call for cross-sec-

toral, transformative approaches (Mazzucato 2018) 

also often gives the impression that missions require 

“thinking big.” This is encapsulated in the catchphrase 

“big science to meet big problems,” an approach taken 

by traditional technology-driven missions (moon land-

ing, etc.).

However, given the complexity and “wickedness” of 

societal challenges (Wanzenböck et al. 2020) such as 

climate change, aging societies and so on, a mission will 

typically make only a partial contribution to overcom-

ing a challenge, rather than solving it in full. Formu-

lating a mission therefore always entails determining 

a focus, setting priorities and making a selection. Ac-

cordingly, missions can only ever address particularly 

urgent individual aspects of a societal challenge. Focus-

ing in this way also prevents the diffusion of respon-

sibilities – a key challenge of mission-oriented policy 

(Lindner et al. 2022). Ultimately, missions that are too 

broad in scope threaten to overburden the administra-

tive process due to the large number of participating 

stakeholders and fields of activity.

One key step in formulating a mission is therefore not 

only to define goals, but also to be conscious of what is 

being excluded from the selected area of focus. Bergek, 

Hellsmark and Karltorp (2023) illustrate this using the 

(negative) example of Sweden’s climate targets for the 

industrial sector, which have different action require-

ments and options depending on whether the focus 

is manufacturing, the consumer sector or even the 

consideration of emissions in raw material extraction 

processes. This increases the risk of a mission creep, 

which can overload initiatives with an abundance of 

FIGURE 2  Hierarchy levels in the context of missions

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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measures, stakeholders and institutions. A clear delin-

eation of the mission’s focus of activity must therefore 

prevent the goals from being lost behind the complexi-

ty of the problems being tackled.

One example of successful delineation of this kind can 

be seen in the “Soil Deal for Europe,” an EU mission 

situated within the broader framework of the soci-

etal challenge of biodiversity (European Commission 

2021a). Instead of tackling the problem of declining bi-

odiversity as a whole, this mission focuses on a specific 

cluster of biodiversity problems – those related to soil 

health – and responds to it with a focused set of goals. 

The aim is to activate transformation potential with 

long-term positive effects. To this end, research-based 

approaches and incentives are combined with im-

proved measurement and testing standards in order 

to bring about fundamental behavioral and legislative 

changes relating to the treatment of European soil 

resources, all in the context of reforms to the EU’s com-

mon agricultural policy. The mission therefore has the 

potential to have a transformative impact even beyond 

the narrow mission area.

Mission ambition level and transformational 
potential

A mission’s ambition level is therefore not derived pri-

marily from its reference to a societal challenge, but 

rather from the way in which the identified problems 

are addressed. While missions with a sharp focus on 

selected problems and a high level of ambition can have 

a clearly transformative effect,2  broadly formulated 

but unambitious or vague missions that only subsume 

indirectly related goals are less effective. They will do 

little to contribute to changing the status quo.

To craft missions in the sense of ambitious goals, which 

can thereby serve as instruments of transformative 

policymaking, actors must take the following consider-

ations into account:

1. Ambitious goals mean that missions carry the risk 

of failure, as the objectives will not necessarily be 

achieved. If the intention is only to perpetuate ex-

isting trends, or if the goals are both foreseeable 

and achievable without determined effort, there is 

2 See also the highly focused and well-delineated proposals for transformative missions in the context of the circular economy outlined in a 
study by the Bertelsmann Stiftung in conjunction with the Fraunhofer ISI and the Wuppertal Institute (Hummler et al. 2023).

no need for a mission. For political leaders, this level 

of ambition means to accept the risk of failing to 

achieve their goals. In this regard, objectives are to 

be understood as incurring political rather than legal 
responsibilities, and should therefore be negotiated 

and agreed at this level as well. Ultimately, the jour-

ney is the destination for missions – that is, even if a 

mission narrowly fails to achieve a goal, the change 

processes initiated may set into motion positive 

developments that can serve as the basis for new or 

revised missions.

2. A high level of ambition requires a broad under-

standing of change dynamics. Effecting transforma-

tive change requires the use of a variety of sources 

of societal leverage (e.g., technology, regulation, 

incentives, investments, communication, etc.). 

Thus, rather than limiting their field of view to 

technological solutions, missions should expand 

their focus to encompass far-reaching changes 

in institutional structures, working patterns and 

behavior. This usually implies a cross-sectoral and 

cross-policy perspective involving a variety of actor 

and stakeholder groups, as the changes desired will 

affect different areas of society, and cannot be re-

alized by individual entities acting in isolation from 

one another. In particular, this means that in order 

to have a truly transformative effect, missions will 

usually have to step outside the traditional field of 

research and innovation policy and seek targeted 

cooperation with other sectors and areas of exper-

tise. For this reason, transformative change cannot 

be achieved through research funding alone. Rath-

er, it will require a coordinated mix of instruments 

comprising funding, changes to the policy environ-

ment, regulation, investment, communication and 

so on. 

 For example, seeking to bring about behavioral 

changes is an important lever in reducing the rising 

number of cancer deaths.

 However, missions in this area will fall short if, like 

Germany’s National Decade Against Cancer, they 

are conceived primarily as research and innovation 

strategies. Instead, implementation of the meas-

ures must take into account key existing intersec-
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tions with health policy, labor law, education policy 

and so on (Wittmann et al. 2020).

3. Missions require thinking in terms of problems 

rather than in terms of existing policies and goals. 

Even though missions rarely emerge in isolation 

from established policy fields (see Larrue 2021), 

the process of formulating a mission requires a 

change of perspective. Alignment with existing 

measures is important. However, mission state-

ments should not be the result of an “editorial 

process” that merely aggregates or updates goals 

associated with existing measures. This does not 

mean starting with a tabula rasa, but it does imply 

that a clear focus on the problem must serve as the 

starting point for formulating the mission. Only on 

this basis can missions offer added value compared 

to the status quo.

 

The implementation of the missions associated 

with Germany’s High-Tech Strategy 2025 illus-

trates these problems, as this process has often 

been dominated by a continuation of existing, 

established instruments rather than the devel-

opment of a targeted policy portfolio (Roth et 

al. 2021). Instead of a bundle of coordinated 

measures aimed at addressing clearly identified 

problems, the strategy has often brought ex-

isting instruments with a general reference to 

the theme together under the umbrella of the 

mission, without supplementing these measures 

with new, well-targeted instruments. 

 
Quantification and clarification of targets

Clear objectives are often associated with a quantifica-

tion of the specific goals – that is, there is an expectation 

that missions will strive to realize concrete, measura-

ble targets. While quantification should in many cases 

help to make the goals more concrete, it should not be 

seen as a panacea in itself. Complex objectives in par-

ticular (such as “improving quality of life”) are difficult 

to capture by means of a single figure. Accordingly, a 

formulated mission must express a clear goal that is 

unambiguously defined for all stakeholders, leaving no 

3 For example, the Build Back Better U.K. program adopted in 2021 sometimes specifies very short time horizons ranging from the “mid-
2020s” to 2028 or 2030 (HM Treasury 2020).

room for interpretation. Otherwise, much can be lost in 

translation during the mission’s implementation process, 

as the various stakeholders involved may interpret and 

construe objectives – and thus their mandates for action 

– differently (Wittmann et al. 2021c).

In addition to quantifying the goals, as will ideally be 

done, it is always necessary to clarify these objectives 

during the process of formulating the mission. For in-

stance, on the one hand, it is important to communicate 

which problems associated with a societal challenge the 

mission will contribute to overcoming (e.g., coal phase-

out, sustainable energy supply or a functioning circular 

economy). On the other hand, it also vital to clarify 

exactly which aspects of these fundamental transfor-

mations the mission specifically addresses, and what 

specific objectives are being pursued. Without such 

clarification, missions risk degenerating into vague and 

seemingly arbitrary declarations of intent.

 

One good example of how goals can be better 

concretized is offered by one of the Dutch mis-

sions in the field of health (part of the state’s “top 

sectors” initiative). Derived from the overarching 

goal of increasing average life expectancy by five 

years by 2040, the specific aim is to reduce the 

difference in life expectancies between lower and 

higher income groups by 30% (Breitinger et al. 

2021; Topsectoren 2019).

This more detailed formulation of the goal, and 

particularly the qualification of the overarching 

goal by using an additional target condition, pre-

vents the mission from developing in unintended 

directions – for example, toward a one-sided, 

strong increase in life expectancy in the upper 

income brackets.

 
Time horizon

Another aspect closely linked to quantification and 

clarification is the specification of the time horizon 

within which the mission objectives are meant to be 

achieved. Here, empirical practice ranges from rather 

short-term missions of up to a decade 3 to long-term 
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missions that foresee achievement of their goals only in 

the distant future (e.g., in 2050).

The formulation of transformative missions with very 

short time horizons (such as a single legislative period) 

seems to be unsuitable for the ambitious mission-ori-

ented policy approach given its cross-sectoral nature, 

the comprehensive negotiation processes needed and 

the steering mechanisms that need to be developed 

(see Lindner et al. 2022).

In addition, achieving comprehensive changes in a 

given area within such a short period of time does not 

seem credible. Such short-term objectives can proba-

bly be better addressed through innovation challenges 

or individual action strategies, or may alternately serve 

as interim goals within the framework of longer-term 

missions.

On the other side of the scale, very long-term missions 

face a number of challenges. First, long time horizons 

often make it unclear which intermediate steps will be 

necessary, thus producing a disconnect between the 

goal and the specific mandate for action. It is of course 

clear that a mission does not allow for the creation of 

an exhaustive, fixed plan that addresses the initiative’s 

entire duration. Nevertheless, there is a need to define 

the scope of activity within the reflexive approach of 

mission-oriented policies, and then adjust this as nec-

essary. Second, long-term time horizons make it easier 

to postpone necessary actions into the future, so that 

long-term objectives can lead to a wait-and-see atti-

tude, or even a situation in which important details are 

allowed to slide.

For this reason, it seems appropriate to us either to 

formulate mission goals with an average time horizon 

of several legislative periods (approximately 10 to 

20 years), or alternatively to formulate long-term fu-

ture-oriented missions (>20 years). In both cases, it will 

be necessary to define suitable interim goals in order to 

provide sufficient guidance for all participating stake-

holders. In this regard, when formulating these interim 

goals, it also makes sense to take the time horizons of 

individual legislative periods into account.

 

The EU mission striving for climate-neutral cit-

ies offers one such example of a staggered ap-

proach with interim targets. Within this mission, 

the formulated goal is for 100 selected cities to 

achieve the target by 2030, but an extension to 

all other cities by 2050 is planned. The selected 

cities are thus meant to serve as experimental 

test beds and innovation hubs. In addition to this 

interim objective, the mission goals are qualified 

by conditions relating to a cross-sectoral and 

demand-led approach (European Commission 

2021b).

 

Further specification of the mission via interim 

objectives and subgoals

In addition to quantifying and qualifying goals and 

defining time horizons and goal hierarchies, missions 

can also be further concretized through the specifica-

tion of interim goals and subgoals. Interim goals are 

defined temporally – that is, they define milestones on 

the way to achieving the overarching mission goal. This 

can be seen in the context of the Horizon Europe mis-

sion on climate-neutral cities, which includes interim 

targets up through 2030. In contrast, subgoals address 

individual aspects of the overall objective, each repre-

senting a further step toward the mission’s concrete 

operationalization. They also represent a bridge to the 

area of mission design, with the goals each supported 

by specific activities and instruments. 

Examples of this can be found in the core mission 

statement of the Circular Flanders initiative in Bel-

gium, which breaks down the general goal of reducing 

resource consumption into subgoals respectively 

for households and industry. Similarly, the Industrial 

Decarbonization Challenge of the U.K. Research and 

Innovation agency includes interim goals and subgoals 

for certain developmental stages on the path toward a 

climate-neutral industrial cluster.
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Mission statement: Circular Flanders

“The aim will be to reduce the material foot-

print of Flemish consumption by 30% by 2030. 

The amount of residual household waste will 

therefore fall from 146 kg per inhabitant to 100 

kg per inhabitant by 2030. The aim will also be 

to reduce the amount of industrial waste by an 

equivalent percentage by the same date” (Na-

tional Energy and Climate Plan 2020).

 

Mission statement: Industrial Decarbonization 

Challenge

“The Industrial Decarbonization Challenge 

(IDC) is contributing to the UK’s drive for clean 

growth by supporting the UK’s six largest in-

dustrial clusters in their mission to decarbonize 

at scale. Together, the IDC and U.K. industrial 

partners will lay the foundation for developing at 

least one low-carbon industrial cluster by 2030 

and the world’s first net-zero industrial cluster 

by 2040” (UK Research and Innovation 2019).

 

While the question as to the necessity of subgoals 

cannot be answered in general terms, it should be not-

ed that subgoals should do more than serve as a list 

of different fields of possible activity. Rather, actors 

should ensure that the subgoals address individual 

mission aspects that are substantively closely linked, 

and which build on one another or follow different time 

sequences.

Goal hierarchies and multiple objectives

Another challenge when formulating missions is the 

often implicit combination of different approaches and 

different fundamental goals. For example, missions 

may appear to be a means not only of achieving soci-

etal goals, but also of increasing economic power and 

reaching other objectives, so that missions in fact seem 

to promise a number of advantages all at once. The 

combination of different objectives, potential solutions 

and alternative interpretations may at first glance ap-

pear to be attractive as a means of expanding mobiliza-

tion and enhancing legitimacy. However, attempting to 

address different unlinked objectives in parallel within 

the context of a single mission increases the risk of goal 

conflicts (Bergek, Hellsmark and Karltorp 2023). For 

example, within the framework of the EU’s twin tran-

sition, the attempt to develop a synergetic policy ap-

proach addressing both sustainability and digitalization 

(Wurm et al. 2023a) has generated various tensions 

arising from the underlying economic objectives. In this 

example, this includes the question of whether digital-

ization can contribute to the sustainability transitions 

or even serve as the goal of sustainability efforts, as 

well as the question regarding the extent to which 

sustainability-relevant solutions are even worth striv-

ing for if they offer no or only limited economic added 

value.

Thus, potential goal conflicts and tensions, for example 

between sustainability and economic policy objectives, 

should be considered and ideally clarified when formu-

lating the mission. Here, “less is more” applies as well, 

as overloading missions tends to reduce the clarity of 

objectives without necessarily mobilizing additional 

stakeholders.
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Support tool for mission formulation

The previous sections have outlined the key aspects 

and requirements associated with formulating a 

mission successfully. On this basis, we have de-

veloped a self-reflection tool that can serve as a 

checklist and guide for stakeholders engaged in 

formulating missions. Using the following questions, 

stakeholders can critically scrutinize the initial ver-

sions of a mission formulation, and use the results 

to develop these drafts further:

1. Legitimation: 

a. Why is the mission relevant?

b. What societal challenge and what specific subproblems does the mission address?

2. Goal formulation:

 a. What goal is to be achieved?

 b.  How will you determine that the goals have been achieved? Are all dimensions of the goal clearly 

defined and (ideally) quantified?

 c. Are there goal conflicts between the mission’s different objectives?

3. Ambition level, change and delineation:

 a. What kind of change is the mission seeking to effect?

 b.  In what fields will activity be needed in order to bring about the desired changes? What areas do 

not need to be addressed in this way?

4. Concretization: 

 a. What is the time horizon for achieving the goal?

 b. Are there interim goals that define milestones for the mission’s implementation?

 c. Are subgoals necessary for individual substantive aspects of the mission?

5. Feasibility: 

 a.  Given existing constraints regarding resources and the scope of potential activities, are the goals 

realistically achievable?

 b. Does the identified time horizon provide sufficient time to achieve the goals?

 c. Are there interdepartmental budgets for mission implementation?

 d.  Can the desired effects be achieved and observed within the mission’s spheres of activity, and 

within the mission’s time frame?
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Formulation aid for core mission statements

The following fill-in-the-blank texts are intended 

to provide assistance in formulating the core 

statements of a mission. These texts should not be 

seen as a rigid framework, but rather as inspiration 

and as an initial guide to how a mission’s core 

statements can be structured:

 
Mission with interim goals: 

 By [YEAR], [RELEVANT ACTORS] will achieve a reduction/increase of [TARGET SIZE] in the  

area of [RELEVANT SECTORS] amounting to [QUANTITATIVE TARGET VALUE]. 

BY [YEAR] we will reach [QUANTITATIVE INTERIM GOAL].

 
Mission with intended state as a goal, along with sector-specific subgoals: 

 By [YEAR], [PARTICIPATING STAKEHOLDERS] will have reached [TARGET STATE],  

meaning that [CLARIFICATION OF CONCEPT/DELINEATION] will be [QUANTIFIED TARGET].  

To this end, in [SECTOR 1], [QUANTITATIVE subgoal 1] will be achieved by [YEAR],  

and in [SECTOR 2], [QUANTITATIVE subgoal 2] will be reached.
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3.  Formulating a mission statement:  
Key components, procedure and 
 contextual conditions

A mission statement is the end result of negotiations 

between various stakeholders. While the previous sec-

tion identified the different elements involved in for-

mulating a mission, this section focuses on the process 

of formulating a mission and the components that need 

to be considered. It should be noted here that the focus 

of the formulation process can vary from initiative to 

initiative, so there is no “one size fits all” approach.

3.1  Key components and procedure

A total of five key components can be identified as part of 

the mission formulation process. Depending on the con-

text, these may be addressed in different sequences, and 

they may manifest in different ways. The following over-

view describes each of these key components, which have 

been specified on the basis of current research (see also 

Arnold et al. 2019: 63-64; Wittmann et al. 2021a):

 Roles and responsibilities:

 Stakeholder participation

 Negotiation and decision-making mechanisms

 Embedding objectives in the relevant context

 Evaluating the feasibility and coherence of the mis-

sion’s formulation

It is crucial to view these components not as a fixed 
framework, but rather as essential aspects of any mis-

sion formulation process that can be flexibly employed 

and weighted according to the mission’s level of ambi-

tion.

Roles and responsibilities:

Public actors typically occupy a central position in the 

mission-formulation process. However, both their tasks 

(e.g., moderation, leadership, etc.) and their underlying 

responsibilities (e.g., federal government vs. individual 

ministries) may differ, especially as the key stakeholder 

during the mission formulation process will not neces-

sarily be the central “mission owner” who later over-

sees the mission’s design and implementation. The key 

questions in this regard are as follows:

 Who bears overall responsibility for the mission 

formulation process? Are there multiple stakehold-

ers whose participation is essential?

 What role will these stakeholders play?

Stakeholder participation:

The integration of all pertinent stakeholders and rep-

resentatives across affected policy domains stands as 

a foundational pillar in the formulation process (see 

Bergek, Hellsmark and Karltorp 2023). This involves 

paying meticulous attention to the scope, timing and 

different functions (informative, consultative, co-crea-

tive, co-determining) of the participation mechanisms 

and processes (Rowe and Frewer 2005; Wiarda et al. 

2023). The various stakeholders’ involvement and par-

ticipation in the mission’s formulation can fulfill differ-

ent functions and objectives. In particular, involving 

diverse stakeholders can help:

 Identify substantive gaps in the mission’s formula-

tion;

 Avoid the selection of solutions that are not practi-

cally feasible; and

 Increase initiative legitimacy, while forestalling 

potential opposition by helping to anticipate and 

involve affected stakeholders at an early date.

At the same time, participation processes will necessar-

ily be shaped by the underlying issue’s urgency and the 

availability of resources, both of which will define the 
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framework for the mission’s formulation. Yet whatever 

the circumstances, policymakers should work to maxi-

mize the positive effects of such processes as effective-

ly as possible. Key questions for consideration are:

 Which stakeholder groups will be involved in the 

formulation process?

 How will these be identified and selected?

 What is their function in the formulation process?

 At what point will they be involved?

Negotiation and decision-making mechanisms: 

The process of formulating a mission statement in-

volves various negotiation processes at different levels. 

These include the definition of shared objectives, the 

specification of their scope and the selection of which 

stakeholder groups to involve. These negotiation pro-

cesses can be supported and strengthened by the use 

of suitable participation formats such as expert com-

mittees, (regional/thematic) dialogue events, the use of 

foresight processes and so on. These processes will vary 

particularly with regard to their design, duration, se-

quence of elements, the identity of the stakeholders in-

volved and the number of different negotiation arenas 

(centralized, decentralized). In addition, the scope of a 

negotiation process will in reality be subject to varying 

time and resource constraints, typically depending on 

the initial context. Key questions for consideration are:

 How will the negotiation process be structured?

 Who will make the final decision on the formulation 

of the mission, or has to approve it?

 How will the goals be codified?

 What is the focus of the negotiation processes?

 How much time will be allowed for the negotiation 

process?

 How iterative will the formulation process be?

Embedding objectives in the relevant context: 

Even if missions require policymakers to think in terms 

of the problems being addressed, the process of for-

mulating a mission cannot be conducted in isolation 

from the surrounding context. Policymakers must 

therefore keep in mind the prevailing perspectives on 

key problems and solutions within the mission area 

(Wanzenböck et al. 2020; Wurm et al. 2023b). At the 

same time, they must consider the existing landscape 

of instruments and stakeholders, budget and resource 

constraints, and any advantages offered by political 

windows of opportunity or societal debates. Finally, it 

is important to develop credible and realistic goals. Key 

questions for consideration are:

 How will goals be compared with the status quo, or 

analyzed to derive potential ways forward?

 What resources are likely to be available to the 

mission? Are these sufficient in view of the goals? Is 

there a budget for cross-ministry activities?

 How will expert and stakeholder knowledge be 

integrated into the formulation process?

Evaluating the plausibility and coherence of the 
mission’s formulation:

The final component involves reflecting on and critical-

ly reviewing the mission objectives to ensure that they 

are realistic despite a high level of ambition. Accord-

ingly, any ideas regarding the formulation of goals must 

be reviewed to ensure they are feasible in the context 

being addressed (see also Bergek, Hellsmark and Karl-

torp 2023). This is true not only of the goals to be set, 

but also of aspects such as the time horizon and the 

delineation of the mission’s field of activity. The for-

mulation process should be regarded as complete only 

when there is sufficient consensus among stakeholders 

that the product of their work:

 Fulfills the central requirements of a mission;

 Clearly expresses the impact logic and logic of ac-

tion; and

 Identifies important context factors (e.g., involve-

ment of relevant stakeholders, potential obstacles, 

possible goal conflicts with other missions and poli-

cies).

At the same time, policymakers should be aware that 

the mission-oriented policy approach requires that 

mission goals, instruments and administrative mecha-
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nisms be regularly reviewed and revised as necessary. 

This is especially true in the case of long-term trans-

formative missions. However, it should also be noted 

that impact may become measurable only after the 

passage of some time.

For this reason, it is important to avoid automatically 

equating the absence of short-term effects with the 

failure of a long-term mission of this kind. In many cas-

es, the impact associated with mission-oriented poli-

cies will become visible only after a considerable delay 

(Foray 2022). Key questions for consideration are:

 Does the mission as formulated fulfill key require-

ments (e.g., consistency, quantification/qualifica-

tion of objectives, time horizon, etc.)?

 What factors serve to legitimize the mission’s for-

mulation? Is this formulation feasible and helpful in 

the context being addressed?

 What external influences could affect the mission?

 Are there conflicts of interest with other political 

initiatives or missions?

 Have interim goals or milestones been identified in 

such a way that the mission’s ongoing success and 

impact logic can be regularly reviewed?

FIGURE 3  Components of the mission formulation process

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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3.2  Designing missions for specific 
contexts

As previously noted, the individual components of the 

mission formulation process do not have a fixed order 

or weighting. Rather, they will depend on the context 

in which they are being employed. Mission formulation 

processes do not take place in a political vacuum. Rath-

er, they are embedded in existing political dynamics 

and developments (Edler et al. 2023; Wittmann et al. 

2021b). The prevailing social, political and institutional 

context will thus influence the process by which a mis-

sion statement is formulated in terms of possible narra-

tives, actor mobilization, political feasibility, etc.

The following section outlines a number of conceivable 

starting points for mission formulation processes, 

described as ideal types. These approaches are de-

rived from existing missions and the literature on mis-

sion-oriented policy (Janssen et al. 2021; Larrue 2021; 

Lavoie 2022; Reale 2021) and differ in terms of the key 

stakeholders involved, the dominant incentives, and 

their underlying conceptions of problems and solutions 

(Wanzenböck et al. 2020).

High-level policy initiatives: High-level objectives or 

strategies deriving from the international or supra-

national level, or all-of-government strategies, can 

provide a frame of reference for the development of 

missions by specifying concrete objectives that are 

to be achieved (e.g., the reduction of greenhouse gas 

emissions on the basis of climate protection agree-

ments, Sustainable Development Goals, etc.). In such 

circumstances, missions serve as an instrument for 

achieving exogenously given goals.

The goals expressed within the Horizon Europe re-

search framework program are an example of this type 

of mission approach. On the one hand, this program’s 

various missions themselves relate to higher-level pol-

icy initiatives such as the European Green Deal or the 

EU’s climate-change adaptation strategy (European 

Union 2021). On the other hand, the missions formu-

lated in the Horizon Europe program in turn provide 

their own political impetus and serve as the basis for 

various interpretations at the level of national policy, 

for example in Austria (BMBWF 2022).

We must caution that high-level policy initiatives do 

not automatically lead to corresponding translation 

into missions. Even in this case, intermediate political 

levels’ willingness to engage in implementation still 

play a decisive role in initiating the mission formulation 

process. In this context, the OECD (2022: 214) has 

indicated that Germany needs to enhance its integra-

tion with EU policies in order to increase the leverage 

effects of such policies.

Politically relevant challenges: Certain problems 

sometimes gain relevance within the political and 

societal discourse at specific points in time. Because 

they are considered to be of great importance with 

reference to an overarching concern, a window of op-

portunity for action opens. The goal of technological 

sovereignty is one such example.

However, the precise details of the problems and the 

array of possible solutions are often unclear in such 

contexts (see also the “state of disorientation” refer-

enced in Wanzenböck et al. 2020). These are often 

identified and specified only once addressed within 

the framework of the mission. For example, the goal of 

maintaining or establishing technological sovereignty 

can be seen as one such case of a politically relevant 

challenge. Assessments of the actual and potential 

impact of current and possible future crises (including 

the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian war of ag-

gression in Ukraine) on global supply and value chains 

has led policymakers to place a higher priority on re-

ducing national and European dependency on external 

nations within key technological fields. The urgency of 

this need has come to be felt broadly, particularly in the 

political and business spheres. Yet conceivable solu-

tions, objectives and even the concept of technology 

sovereignty itself are still rather vaguely defined (Edler 

et al. 2023).

Political consensus on goals or problems: A more 

concrete form of these rather diffuse political chal-

lenges can emerge when there is a consensus among 

relevant stakeholders that a certain future state should 

be achieved or a current state should be modified. In 

contrast to the political challenge, in which there is still 

a fundamental lack of clarity regarding the mission’s 

starting points, this context is characterized by a pre-

existing consensus at the level of the problem analysis 

or desired goals. In the case of a consensus on goals, 

the desired future state is clearly defined, whereas 

the solutions and possibly also the problems to be 

addressed remain unclear. One example of a consen-
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sus on goals can be found in the current discussions 

of transformation toward a circular economy. Here, 

a desired goal has been defined, although it remains 

somewhat vague. However, the potential solutions and 

associated missions, at least in Germany, have not yet 

been clearly specified (Hummler et al. 2023).

In contrast, in cases where there is a consensus on the 

problems, these problems are clearly defined, but the 

future scenario and the details of likely solutions re-

main vague at the time of discussion. This type of cir-

cumstance was evident in the case of Germany’s phase-

out of nuclear power. There, a consensus regarding the 

problem (i.e., the phase-out of nuclear energy sources) 

had been emerging since the late 1980s, but a solution 

strategy was seriously discussed and implemented only 

beginning at the turn of the millennium (albeit without 

the aid of mission-oriented policy) (Selje 2022). A more 

recent example can be seen in efforts to decarbonize 

the cement industry, for example. While there is agree-

ment here on the long-term goal of reducing emissions, 

solution strategies and sustainable or viable business 

models have not yet been clearly defined.

Acute emergency situations: Ongoing crisis situations 

(e.g., the Russian attack on Ukraine) constitute a spe-

cial case in which there is a need for a comprehensive 

transformative approach. Due to the immediacy of the 

shock, the urgency is greater here than in the case of 

longer-term but still pressing problems (such as climate 

change). The early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and the response to it, represented this type of con-

textual situation. The crisis triggered by the outbreak 

of the pandemic, which affected all areas of society, 

created a need for rapid and far-reaching adjustments 

and transformations in a variety of fields (vaccine de-

velopment, healthcare system, work organization, etc.). 

Under such circumstances, the corresponding mission 

formulation processes are subject to particularly great 

time and expectation pressures and must be able to 

take the increased uncertainties of a highly dynamic 

situation into account (Lavoie 2022; Reale 2021).

The following Table 1 (on page 24) provides an over-

view of the key characteristics of and differences 

between these initial contexts for the various compo-

nents of the formulation process. It should be noted 

again that these are ideal types; in reality, it will often 

4 Based on the classifications of the different roles of the state in the context of transformations by Borrás and Edler 2020.

be difficult to distinguish clearly between such sit-

uations. Nonetheless, this analytical distinction can 

help provide some indication of the differing focal 

points and key characteristics of the various mission 

formulation processes, contexts and components. The 

component related to assessing the plausibility and 

coherence of the mission statement is not discussed 

separately here, as it is significant regardless of the 

context.4

3.3  Influence of contextual 
conditions on the formulation 
process

As can be seen from Table 1, the contextual conditions 

giving rise to a mission has an influence on the determi-

nation of a mission’s focus and on the way in which the 

various components of the mission formulation process 

manifest. Although this presentation can serve only 

as a rough guide, it indicates which aspects should be 

given particular consideration in each given situation, 

and what possible challenges and obstacles need to 

be taken into account during the mission formulation 

process. In the following, as a means of further explain-

ing these implications, we formulate brief guidelines 

for each of the four situations in which political actors 

may find themselves tasked with shaping a transforma-

tion-oriented mission formulation process.

High-level policy initiative

Due to the preexisting set of objectives, the task of the 

state moderator in this case is primarily to translate 

these objectives into concrete and manageable ac-

tion-oriented goals. If necessary, the moderator may 

also be responsible for interpreting the higher-level 

policy statement within a national or regional context 

(e.g., in the case of a European or international obliga-

tion). The formulation process should focus in particu-

lar on potential solutions, while defining missions that 

center on implementation. The key focus is the defini-

tion of starting points for carrying out a solution.

In this context, key challenges are especially likely to 

include unrealistic objectives and a lack of feedback 

from stakeholders who are crucial to implementation, 
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TABLE 1    Key characteristics of and differences between initial contexts for various components of the formulation process

Starting point

 High-level policy 
initiative

Politically relevant 
challenge

Political consensus on 
goal or problem

Acute emergency 
situation

Examples EU missions
(Climate-neutral cities)

Demographic change, 
technological sovereignty

Nuclear energy phase-
out, coal phase-out, 
mobility transition, 
circular economy

COVID-19 pandemic

Role of state stakeholders

Role of state stakeholders Process leadership 
and guarantor for 
implementation

Moderator and 
communicator

Moderator and guarantor 
of focus on goals

Process leadership 
and implementation, 
communicates urgency

Interlocking mission 
formulation and design 
processes

Starting point Preparation Implementation plan Integration of 
implementation

Stakeholder participation

Type Reduction of potential 
opposition

Analysis of problem Downstream, limited or 
comprehensive depending 
on situation

Early and limited

Function and/or solution, 
legitimation

Reduction of potential 
opposition

Reduktion potenzieller 
Blockaden

Provision of resources, 
avoidance of implementa-
tion problems

Formulation process

(Decision)-making mode Top-down Bottom-up Hybrid (bottom-up and 
top-down)

Top-down

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

with the result that such missions can largely remain 

political declarations of intent with no prospect of real-

ization. Stakeholders are particularly important in this 

context. While they cannot call the higher-level policy 

statement itself into question, they certainly have the 

opportunity to jeopardize the success of the mission by 

standing in its way. In such cases, it is advisable to use 

participation processes that are specifically aimed at 

involving and mobilizing stakeholders through consul-

tative procedures at the least. Involving stakeholders is 

therefore particularly important for the development 

of suitable options for action (formulation of subgoals 

or interim goals), but not for the formulation of the 

goals themselves. Once engaged on a consultative 

basis, stakeholders can be tasked with interpreting or 

translating the higher-level policy statement into con-

text-specific options for action. This offers a good op-

portunity to motivate these participants, and helps to 

bridge the disconnect between political ambition and 

actual implementation.

At the same time, the top-down nature of the high-level 

statement gives public actors somewhat greater room 

for maneuver, as the fact that the overarching goal 

has been set externally limits the potential for conflict 

within the goal-setting processes. In this regard, it is 

important that the political leadership sends clear and 

consistent signals regarding the coming transformation 

requirements. If the goals are clearly stated, the mis-

sion formulation process can also be relatively linear – 

that is, less iterative – and can thus be completed with-

in a relatively short time frame. Moreover, a mission 

formulation process of this kind offers the opportunity 

to send strong signals to all stakeholders, that changes 

are pursued seriously and with high priority.

Politically relevant challenges

Goals associated with a politically relevant challenge 

tend to be rather vaguely defined, but widely support-

ed. This opens up political opportunities that facilitate 

broad consensus-building efforts, and thus make 

far-reaching transformation possible. On the other 

hand, this initial situation is usually accompanied by a 
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comprehensive and potentially lengthy process of ne-

gotiation and mission formulation. One example of this 

is the lengthy scientific, political and societal discourse 

around man-made climate change and the measures 

taken in response (Wamsler et al. 2020; Weingart, En-

gels and Pansegrau 2008).

In this context, the primary role of a public actor is 

that of a moderator who promotes an integrative deci-

sion-making process, and thus crafts a feasible mission 

out of the multitude of action-oriented options and 

goals while preventing capture by individual interests. 

The temptation to set priorities and focus too early or 

too late is among the key risks and challenges here, as 

this can weaken a mission’s momentum. Incentives to 

break off the formulation process prematurely, before 

reaching consensus between the various stakeholders, 

are also a concern. In this case, the mission would ul-

timately lack clear direction. Due to the vagueness of 

the initial objectives, mobilizing and soliciting the par-

ticipation of a broad range of stakeholders is necessary 

from the outset. This allows them to serve as sources 

of co-creation, and to help identify and judge potential 

solutions. Ultimately, one topic of discussion in the 

participation mechanisms should focus on how these 

events can be used to encourage relevant stakeholders 

to commit themselves to the ongoing process.

Political consensus on goal or problem

As in the case of high-level policy initiatives, the advan-

tage of the “change of state” starting point is that either 

the desired goal or the problematic status quo are 

predefined, and there is broad recognition of the fun-

damental need for action. For this reason, the search 

for potential solutions again sits at the center of the 

negotiation and mission formulation process.

However, in contrast to the high-level policy situation, 

there is here a clear delineation of the problem or de-

sired goal. Particularly when aided by the involvement 

of relevant stakeholder groups, this offers the potential 

to find well-defined starting points and solution strate-

gies for the identified problem. To enable this process, 

policymakers must first open up the space for dialogue 

regarding possible goals and solutions. Public actors 

play a key role here both as moderators or facilitators 

of the discussion, and later in helping to build consen-

sus. The key challenges here include the risk of commit-

ting to certain solution options too early, as well as the 

potential opposition mounted by influential individual 

stakeholders, which can undermine the formulation 

process. Stakeholder involvement is downstream in 

that it is aimed at developing suitable implementation 

options, defining the field of activity and specifying 

the options for action. One possibility here is thus to 

organize a competition soliciting ideas for potential 

solutions, a process that will tend to be bottom-up or 

decentralized. In this way, a number of formulation 

processes aimed at the same goal or problem can be 

pursued in parallel.

The key advantage of this scenario is the clear defini-

tion of the goal, and thus of the desired change in state. 

This clarity allows the mission formulation process to 

begin with a technical and factual orientation, ensuring 

a mission that can achieve the desired target state with 

maximum efficiency. However, this also requires a high-

er level of expertise on the part of the moderator, as 

this entity must be able to reliably judge the advantag-

es and disadvantages of competing solution strategies.

Acute emergency situation

In contrast to the other scenarios, the acute emergency 

situation is much more strongly characterized by hi-

erarchically organized mission formulation processes 

taking place under great time pressure. If participatory 

formats are used in the formulation process, they main-

ly serve as a means of gathering information and con-

sulting with experts, as well as to coordinate activities 

and implementation functions. The situation’s inherent 

urgency makes mobilization processes less relevant, 

though in some cases they may be invoked and con-

ducted hierarchically due to the state of emergency. 

In this scenario, the rapid formulation of clear mission 

goals appears to be essential. The mission formulation 

process serves in particular as a means of weighing the 

costs and benefits of various options. The process must 

take appropriate account of the great time pressure, 

the need to make decisions under conditions of uncer-

tainty, and the dynamic context.
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FIGURE 4  Model-based depiction of various mission formulation processes

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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4.  Summary and recommended actions

The potential effectiveness of mission-oriented policies 

in driving transformative change with impact is widely 

recognized. However, experience shows that policies 

based on this concept are often far less effective in 

practice than hoped. In part, this is due to the fact that 

the label of “mission orientation” is “slapped on” to 

existing policy approaches without actually changing 

their mechanisms of action. But even more commonly, 

earnest efforts to execute mission-oriented policy have 

failed due to a lack of shared direction among the policy-

makers and stakeholders. To address this gap, this paper 

presents practical recommendations for navigating the 

essential components of a mission formulation process.

Effective mission-oriented policies 
are rooted in a sound formulation 
process

The success or failure of mission-oriented policies de-

pends significantly on the formulation of the mission 

itself. This contribution thus aims to aid actors in gov-

ernment tasked with designing, moderating or guiding 

the mission formulation process.

Societal challenges are not 
equivalent to missions

Merely identifying a societal challenge such as “com-

bating climate change” cannot be equated with formu-

lating a mission. It is important to set clearly defined 

and delimited subgoals that can realistically be ad-

dressed within a mission’s framework. Beyond measur-

ing goal attainment and establishing timelines, careful 

attention must be given to the ambitions and scope of 

a mission.

Draw upon specific problems when 
defining missions

Emphasis should be placed on missions with goals that 

can potentially amplify their transformative impact 

on overarching societal challenges through a leverage 

effect. In this context, we advocate for a pragmatic ap-
proach to mission formulation. Overly bold, potentially 

unattainable goals or a too narrowly defined timeframe 

threaten the ability to mobilize support and undermine 

the legitimacy of missions. In such instances, the suc-

cess of a mission remains uncertain.

Formulation processes must be 
designed and carried out across 
ministries and sectors

It’s important to conceive the process of mission for-

mulation from the outset as one that reaches across 

ministries and sectors. When confined by the corset of 

a rigid bureaucracy, very few transformative missions 

can deliver their intended impact. Since missions focus 

on clusters of problems that form the basis for the 

development of a mix of measures, it’s important to 

define objectives that involve a variety of policy fields. 

They should not be “squeezed” into the framework of 

ministerial jurisdictional responsibilities.

Mission formulation processes must 
adapt to their context and leverage 
existing opportunities

From the outset, the respective context, political dy-

namics and opportunities must be considered when 

organizing and moderating mission formulation pro-

cesses. To provide guidance in this regard, four scenar-

ios have been defined that represent the conditions of 

various mission formulation processes. Each of these 

scenarios leads to different requirements for the for-

mulation process. For example, while “high-level policy 
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initiatives” require special translation and coordina-

tion efforts, and “politically relevant challenges” place 

particular demands on consensus-building, mission 

formulation processes in “acute emergencies” are char-

acterized primarily by the need for clear government 

guidelines on the immediate implementation of policies 

and measures.

The focus of the formulation process 
depends on the specific baseline 
conditions

Both the components of the formulation process – 

particularly with regard to negotiation processes and 

stakeholder involvement – and the orientation and 

methodology of moderation must be tailored to the 

realities of each political and societal context. These 

are the prerequisites to formulating missions that are 

met with widespread approval and support across min-

istries and sectors.

Addressing mission design and 
implementation during the 
formulation process

In the end, a successful mission formulation process 

should go beyond merely formulating individual mis-

sions; it should foster the political will to think several 

steps ahead together. Not every institutional arrange-

ment is suitable for every mission, and every strategy 

must define its individual steering mechanisms. It is 

important that these mechanisms, like the missions 

themselves, are met with acceptance and supported 

across ministries and sectors. Only then can the phase 

of formulating a mission statement transition into suc-

cessful phases of mission design and implementation.
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