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1. Institutional reforms as a foundation for 
successful mission-oriented policy in  
Germany

1.1 Overview and key challenges

In recent years, mission-oriented policies – driven in 
part by the mounting societal challenges – have firmly 
taken root in political practice. A growing number of 
countries, including Germany, are embracing mission-
oriented strategies (Kuittinen et al. 2018b; Kuittinen et 
al. 2018a; Larrue 2021).

However, implementing these interministerial and 
cross-sectoral strategies remains a major challenge in 
practice. Successfully driving these efforts requires 
the establishment of new coordination frameworks 
and operational models. In this context, the focus has 
shifted toward identifying effective (institutional) go-
vernance structures as key enablers of mission success 
(Janssen 2021; Lindner et al. 2021). Past experience 
(see section 1.2 and Lindner et al. 2023) has shown 
that Germany’s existing institutional structures suffer 
from deeply embedded issues that hinder the effective 
implementation of mission-oriented and other trans-
formative policies. Moreover, the choice of appro-
priate governance structures is a prominent topic in 
the federal government’s current “Zukunftsstrategie”, 
i.e. the  Future Research and Innovation Strategy (EFI 
2024).

It is no surprise, then, that various institutional innova-
tions are being explored as alternatives to the status 
quo (see sections 1.3 and 1.4). Some of these ideas 
stem from recommendations by government advi-
sory bodies or research institutions, while others are 
already in use in Germany or neighboring countries. 
While all these approaches share the goal of improving 
the governance and execution of mission-oriented 
policies, they vary significantly in focus and the extent 
they deviate from existing structures. This raises the 
question: Which of these institutional innovations are 
truly suited to address Germany’s unique challenges, 

and what obstacles might arise in the process of imple-
menting them?

This paper aims to tackle these questions, providing 
guidance for policymakers and practitioners tasked 
with implementing mission-oriented policies. Specifi-
cally, this focus paper:

•	 Takes a first-of-its-kind comparative look at solu-
tions that have so far only been discussed in iso-
lation and offers a systematic assessment of their 
strengths, weaknesses, and potential challenges. 
In contrast to cross-national comparative studies 
(Breznitz et al. 2013; Janssen et al. 2023b; Janssen 
et al. 2023a), this analysis explicitly weighs the ad-
vantagesand disadvantagesof each solution against 
the specific institutional and political conditions that 
shape transformative policymaking in Germany.

•	 Offers a differentiated analysis of how the 
strengths and weaknesses of these new solutions 
play out in addressing key governance challenges 
– such as mobilizing non-state actors, coordination 
across sectors and overcoming siloed organizational 
structures – within critical areas like climate-neutral 
industries, the energy transition and healthcare. Ba-
sed on this analysis, suitable governance solutions 
are identified for each scenario.

•	 Aims to clarify the range of policy options available 
in the German context and highlights potential pa-
thways to support better decision-making. Drawing 
from these insights, the paper outlines actionable 
recommendations for refining governance struc-
tures to advance the success of mission-oriented 
policies in Germany.



1. Institutional reforms as a foundation for successful mission-oriented policy in Germany

6

1.2 Structural barriers to mission-
oriented policy in Germany
Germany emerged as a European leader in mission-ori-
ented policy with the launch of twelve missions under 
the 2018 adopted  “High-Tech Strategy 2025”. Howe-
ver, during the initial implementation phase, several 
structural obstacles came to light, including insuffi-
cient coordination between ministries, unclear mission 
goals, and capacity limitations(Roth et al. 2021).

In light of the state of the 2023 Future Research and 
Innovation Strategy’s current rollout, this leadership 
position now appears at risk. On the one hand, the 
Expert Commission on Research and Innovation (EFI) 
(2024, p. 25) positively remarks that the strategy 
includes new approaches fit to address the upcoming 
transformations in an appropriate manner, On the 
other hand, the report by the EFI also laments a lack 
of alignment between various elements of the strategy 
and the actors involved. EFI Chair Uwe Cantner echo-
ed this sentiment, stressing that overcoming siloed 
thinking is essential for successfully implementing 
mission-oriented policies in Germany.1

As societal challenges continue to mount, the need 
for transformative policy approaches is growing. Many 
experts in both academia and political practice now 
see the integration of various policy areas, stakehol-
ders and levels of action as increasingly urgent (cf. eg. 
OECD 2022, p. 330). However, existing structures 
seem ill-equipped to meet the new demands for more 
interministerial, cross-sectoral, reflexive and participa-
tory policymaking (Lindner et al. 2021). In fact, in Ger-
many, long-standing structural issues remain (Lindner 
et al. 2023), which have been observed across several 
areas of policy implementation:

•	 Coordination gaps: Rather than enabling synergies 
between different ministries and sectors, cross-
cutting policies like missions often end being the 
lowest common denominator between ministries 
or are perceived as the sole domain of a specific 
ministry (cf. for example Hustedt et al. 2014). As 
seen in other contexts, the push for cross-sectoral 
action often stalls due to bureaucratic turf wars, 

1	  https://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/deutschland/innovationspolitik-zukunftsstrategie-der-forschungsministerin-erntet-wenig-begeis-
terung-/28767380.html

2	  See also the recently published study by Fraunhofer ISI on behalf of the Bertelsmann Stiftung on the practical implementation of mission 
formulation (Wittmann et al. 2024).

siloed thinking, departmental interests, and differing 
approaches to problem-solving (cf. e.g., Veit 2010). 
This frequently leads to what Scharpf (2000) calls 
“negative coordination,” where ministries focus 
primarily on minimizing the negative impacts on 
their own agenda, rather than fostering genuine 
cooperation.

•	 Organizational and cultural constraints: Establis-
hed administrative practices often clash with the 
demands of transformative policymaking (Braams 
et al. 2022), which require greater agility (Weber et 
al. 2021). Even when mission-oriented policies are 
prioritized politically, internal bureaucratic routi-
nes and incentive structures can block progress by 
resisting the flexibility and experimentation needed 
to explore different solutions.

•	 Challenges in stakeholder activation: Mission-orien-
ted policy requires broad mobilization and involve-
ment of a wide range of stakeholders. Yet, current 
practice tends to focus on consultative elements 
(Wittmann et al. 2024), often overlooking the fact 
that successful mission implementation hinges on 
actively engaging additional actors and mobilizing 
their resources (Lindner et al. 2021).

1.3 Why new institutional solutions 
seem necessary
Given the growing challenges and increasing demands 
on transformative, mission-oriented policies, continu-
ing with the current mode of implementation seems 
less and less viable. Both academic and policy discus-
sions have increasingly focused on how missions are 
governed. implemented (Janssen et al. 2021) and how 
the role of “mission owners”, such as lead ministries, as 
the key coordinators needs to be (re-)defined (Lindner 
et al. 2021; Lindner et al. 2023). While defining and 
formulation missions is an essential first step 2, the 
governance structures that shape mission design and 
implementation are critical to their success (see Figure 
1).
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The call for institutional innovation is also evident in 
recent reports, such as the EFI report 2024, which 
emphasizes the necessity of further institutional 
changes to create a more holistic approach to policy-
making. These new goals bring increased demands on 
the actors involved, requiring new methods of policy 
development and communication. However, to date, 
the stakeholders in Germany and beyond have shown 
limited flexibility when it comes to adjusting their 
operational structures, routines, and processes (Larrue 
2021; Roth et al. 2021). As a result, it remains doubtful 
whether incremental changes to existing structures 
will be sufficient to facilitate a new approach to poli-
cymaking.

For this reason, the debate has increasingly shifted 
from internal adjustments and general conditions for 
mission success (Lindner et al. 2021) toward more sub-
stantial institutional innovations – solutions that can 
either complement or, in some cases, replace existing 
structures (Lindner et al. 2023). In Germany, this shift 
has sparked a robust discussion on various new ap-
proaches (see section 1.4), with the goal of rethinking 

3	  Mission governance in a broader sense could also include other actors who are addressed/mobilized by the corresponding activities 
within the framework of a mission (mission arena). This position paper explores five specific approaches in greater depth. These either 
occupy a central place in the German debate or represent foreign solutions that seem adaptable to the German context.

existing structures by introducing novel institutional 
elements to improve the conditions for transformative 
policies and better address the challenges ahead.

1.4 Solutions under discussion and 
potential approaches
In recent years, academic and policy communities in 
Germany have increasingly turned their attention to 
finding the right institutional innovations to tackle 
complex societal challenges. The range of proposals so 
far includes academic studies, newspaper articles, and 
conference contributions.

Concurrently, some solutions are already being piloted 
in Germany, such as mission teams, while others have 
been successfully implemented in neighboring count-
ries. Despite their different acess points to gover-
nance, these solutions share a common focus on the 
mission owner as the central actor and a key driver of 
successful missions.3

Translation
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The following five approaches are analyzed in detail:

•	 Mission teams, which are being implemented as 
part of the federal government‘s Future Research 
and Innovation Strategy (BMBF 2023a). Similar ini-
tiatives can be found in the transformation teams of 
the Sustainability Strategy (Bundesregierung 2022)

•	 “Expanded Missions”: The expansion of mission 
teams through a high-level government committee 
for innovation and transformation, as recommended 
by the EFI (2023)

•	 Forms of stakeholder governance, as practiced in 
Belgium and the Netherlands, which have also been 
applied on a smaller scale in Germany through the 
National Decade Against Cancer (NDK)

•	 Mission ministries, which consolidate mission-rele-
vant responsibilities within a single ministry, such as 
Austria’s Ministry for Climate Action or Germany’s 
restructured Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Climate Action

•	 Mission agencies, specialized organizational solu-
tions to manage specific missions, as proposed by 
the Fraunhofer Institute for Systems and Innovation 
Research (ISI) in a study for the Bertelsmann Stif-
tung (Lindner et al. 2023)

As outlined in Table 1, these solutions address diffe-
rent governance challenges and follow various stra-
tegic approaches (institutional integration, hierarchy, 

stakeholder engagement) to enhance mission-oriented 
policy. While all approaches focus on mission design 
and implementation, mission teams with a government 
committee for innovation and transformation, stake-
holder governance models, and mission agencies can, 
under certain circumstances, play a role in the mission 
formulation process as well. The latter two approaches 
also allow a broader integration of actors, extending 
beyond interministerial coordination.

1.5 Outlook

The next chapter (Chapter 2) provides an overview 
of the strengths and weaknesses of the institutional 
solutions discussed. Subsequently, these approaches 
are systematically compared based on their poten-
tial effectiveness, their alignment with the needs of 
mission-oriented policy, and their associated costs and 
challenges.

Chapter 3 will examine the context-specific suitability 
of these solutions in three key areas (climate-neutral 
industry, energy transition and cancer), highlighting 
which institutional approaches are most promising 
for each context. Finally, Chapter 4 summarizes the 
key findings of this position paper, including practical 
recommendations for shaping the governance of mis-
sion-oriented policy in Germany.
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2. A comparative analysis of different  
institutional innovations

4	  The interviews were conducted under confidentiality, so the interviewees remain unnamed. 

2.1 Strengths and weaknesses of 
new institutional solutions
This section provides an overview of the key strengths 
and weaknesses of each new institutional solution 
through SWOT analyses. These assessments are based 
on a review of academic literature on these solutions 
across various countries, supplemented by expert 
interviews with individuals involved in these governan-
ce structures or conducting research on them.4 The es-
tablished model of interministerial coordination – such 
as working groups and meetings of state secretaries 
– serves as the main reference point for comparing 
potential changes brought about by these institutional 
innovations. While the SWOT analyses take a broad 
view of various aspects of these solutions, the compa-
rison is structured along two main dimensions.

•	 First, the functional dimension: How effectively do 
these institutional solutions meet the demands of 
transformative or mission-oriented policy?

•	 Second, the cost dimension: What are the political 
and economic costs associated with each governan-
ce model?

Drawing from Lindner et al. (2023) and related stu-
dies (Janssen et al. 2023b; Janssen et al. 2023a), the 
functionality of each institutional solution is evaluated 
based on the following guiding questions:

•	 Does the solution enhance strategic leadership, that 
is, is this institutional solution able to contribute to 
setting clear, coherent mission goals?

•	 Is there a clearly defined mission owner who can 
credibly lead and represent the mission, both inter-
nally and externally?

•	 Are institutional structures equipped to mobilize 
additional stakeholders (and their resources) to 
support the mission?

•	 Does the solution promote a reflexive approach, 
facilitating continuous monitoring and adjustment 
of both the mission’s goals and the methods used to 
achieve them?

To evaluate and compare the political and economic 
costs of the different solutions, the following criteria 
are applied:

•	 What is the estimated timeline for establishing the 
institutional solution?

•	 Does the solution have the capacity to sustain the 
implementation of a mission across multiple legisla-
tive cycles?

•	 What are the direct (tangible) and indirect (e.g., effi-
ciency losses, political friction, etc.) costs associated 
with the institutional solution?

These two dimensions – functionality and costs – pro-
vide a structured framework for analyzing the specific 
pros and cons of each institutional solution.

Following this framework, the next sections will 
present detailed assessments of both dimensions for 
each innovation, compare them to the current model 
of interministerial coordination, and summarize the re-
sults in SWOT analyses. Finally, these findings will be 
synthesized and discussed in a comparative overview 
(see section 2.2).
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2.1.1 Mission teams

Mission teams, introduced under the German go-
vernment’s Future Research and Innovation Strategy 
(BMBF 2023a), differ from the traditional model of 
ministerial coordination by institutionalizing coope-
ration through interministerial teams at the working 
level. These teams bring together staff from relevant 
ministries to jointly steer missions. At a strategic level, 
the mission teams are supported by mission mentors 
from the “#Zukunftsstrategie” forum – the expert 
advisory board of the Future Strategy.5

The mission teams operate primarily as a coordination 
unit between ministries, but has no dedicated re-
sources. As such, this approach is more of a formaliza-
tion or continuation of existing practices rather than a 
novel solution which offers limited additional political 
weight.

In this light, the creation of mission teams reflects a 
modest political prioritization with minimal institutio-
nal backing, hardly signaling a policy shift. However, 
the effectiveness of governance structures in mis-
sion-oriented approaches depends heavily on political 
support (Roth et al. 2022; Zenker et al. 2024). Without 
support at higher levels, such as state secretaries, 
mission teams risk becoming just discussion forums, 
where ministerial interests take precedence over real 
collaboration (cf. EFI 2024).

Consequently, this solution is often seen as insuf-
ficient to address the underlying coordination and 
decision-making challenges. Additionally, there is a risk 
that poor communication between working groups 
and decision-makers could hinder coordination efforts 
from the start. This results in mission teams primar-
ily function as operational units that report to their 
respective ministries, without creating the structures 
necessary for more agile policymaking.

The EFI has rightly pointed out the risk of a discon-
nection between the strategic level of missions and 
their implementation, as mission teams struggle with 
strategic coordination while individual ministries retain 
responsibility for executing specific action (EFI 2024). 

5	  The #ZukunftStrategie Forum, composed of 21 representatives from academia, business and civil society, serves as the central advisory 
body for the Future Research and Innovation Strategy. It provides input on cross-cutting issues that span multiple missions, while also 
offering strategic and expert support to individual missions.

The EFI also highlights the lack of operational autono-
my and the absence of a dedicated budget as signi-
ficant obstacles to the success of mission teams (EFI 
2024). Additionally, establishing clear mission owner-
ship and mobilizing stakeholders beyond the ministries 
seems unlikely to be achievable within this setup.

Given these constraints, mission teams do not repre-
sent a fundamental change compared to the current 
model of interministerial coordination, and there is litt-
le indication that they will create additional capacity.

While a project office was established to support the 
Future Research and Innovation Strategy, participation 
in the mission teams remains an additional task on top 
of existing responsibilities (Roth et al. 2021; Wittmann 
et al. 2020; Wittmann et al. 2021b). This leaves missi-
on teams vulnerable to disruptions from staff turnover, 
leading to a loss of institutional knowledge. While it is 
possible for mission teams to develop cross-ministerial 
problem-solving skills, the success of such efforts will 
depend largely on their composition, and the individual 
competence and motivation of the assigned staff.

The main advantage of this institutional solution is its 
relatively low cost. This is due to the low barriers to 
setting up mission teams and the ability to leverage 
existing structures, which can be adapted with some 
degree of flexibility.

While mission teams only partially meet the additional 
demands of mission-oriented or transformative poli-
cies, their possibility to establish them quickly based 
on already present resources makes them a flexible 
tool for ad-hoc mission governance in an interim 
solution.

2.1.2 “Expanded Mission Teams”  
 
The proposal to expand mission teams by adding a 
government committee for innovation and trans-
formation, as recommended by the EFI (2023), seeks 
to address the strategic shortcomings of the mission 
teams. Key proposals include:
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•	 Elevating the role of mission teams by directly invol-
ving state secretaries as members, thereby elevating 
them above the current working level of ministerial 
employees,

•	 Establishing dedicated mission budgets, and

•	 Strengthening accountability and strategic coordi-
nation by creating a high-level government com-
mittee for innovation and transformation, which 
would operate under the Federal Chancellery. This 
committee would provide strategic oversight while 
mission teams focus on operational implementation.

The increased political prioritization and high-level 
oversight aims to improve collaboration between the 
ministries involved. At the same time, the inclusion of 
state secretaries in the mission teams is assumed to 
boost their decision-making power. Compared to the 
current model of interministerial coordination, this 
approach is expected to significantly improve the stra-
tegic leadership of the missions. Furthermore, having 
dedicated mission budgets would grant mission teams 
greater operational autonomy. Over time, this added 
capability could help foster a stronger sense of shared 
responsibility among the participating actors.

However, challenges remain, especially regarding 
stakeholder engagement, the lack of a clear framework 
for continuous learning and adaptation, and the still-
unclear definition of mission ownership. A key issue 
is the inward focus on interministerial coordination, 
which doesn’t address the need to mobilize external 
stakeholders. Additionally, the governance structure 
would become more complex with the creation of an 
additional coordinating body, which would need time 
to establish its role, while mission ownership remains 
ambiguous. Although higher-level structures could 
lead to better coordination, their effectiveness will de-
pend on the political commitment and accountability 
of the actors involved. The risk of disconnect between 
strategy and implementation would still exist.

One outstanding feature of this model is its potential 
for meta-governance – an approach that could enable 
better alignment and synergy across multiple missi-
ons, rather than treating each mission in isolation. The 
government committee would be well-positioned to 
manage cross-mission dynamics and address potential 
overlaps, though the thematic breadth of its activities 
could pose challenges to effective mission implemen-
tation.
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Similar to the mission teams, this expanded version ap-
pears to be relatively low-cost and quick to implement. 
However, it would likely require more significant politi-
cal negotiation before it could be rolled out effectively. 
Critical factors such as the establishment of shared 
mission budgets and the authority of the government 
committee for innovation and transformation – along 
with its scope of responsibilities – would need to be 
clearly defined, and their long-term stability remains 
uncertain.

While the autonomy and operational capacity of 
mission teams will grow through the establishment of 
a government committee for innovation and trans-
formation and the enhanced role of state secretaries, 
challenges will persist with engaging stakeholders, 
securing mission ownership and implementing policies 
with a reflective, adaptive approach.

2.1.3 Stakeholder governance

The motivation behind establishing a stakeholder 
governance model is to directly involve stakeholders in 
mission implementation, expanding the range of actors 

beyond ministries and political decision-makers. While 
this model has been widely used in other countries, 
such as the Netherlands and Belgium, its application in 
Germany has been more limited, with early examples 
like the National Decade Against Cancer (NDK) opera-
ting on a smaller scale.

Although the structure of stakeholder governance can 
vary, it is defined by the direct involvement of stake-
holders at every level of mission governance. This ap-
proach goes beyond traditional consultation formats, 
such as advisory boards, by giving stakeholders at least 
partial decision-making power. Including stakeholders 
like industry representatives and civil society organiza-
tions in a co-governance framework provides signifi-
cant advantages, particularly in terms of mobilization. 
Compared to the traditional model of interministerial 
coordination, this approach has the potential to bring 
in additional resources. Depending on the form, the 
influence of the stakeholders ranges from mission for-
mulation and design (National Decade Against Cancer) 
to joint implementation, including the provision of re-
sources (as with the “Topsectors” in the Netherlands). 
As a consequence, the close involvement of relevant 
stakeholders offers the opportunity to mobilize ad-
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ditional resources for a mission. Stakeholder contribu-
tions range from their valuable experience and their 
function as multipliers to win over further stakeholders 
for the mission goals, as in the case of the German 
initiative “National Decade against Cancer” (NDK) 
(Roth et al. 2021; Wittmann et al. 2021b) or that of 
the Belgian initiative “Circular Flanders”, to effective 
co-financing by private sector actors, as in the case of 
the Dutch “Topsectors ”6 (Janssen 2020).

This model offers potential improvements over the 
current system in terms of strategic leadership, 
mission visibility (through a coordinating body) and ref-
lexivity. It can boost the legitimacy of mission imple-
mentation, reduce competition between ministries by 
creating a broadly representative institutional body, 
and bring in a wider range of perspectives. Directly 
involved stakeholders can act as stabilizing forces for 
a mission, since their business/other interests rely on 
stable and foreseeable developments. This stabilizing 
role can be crucial during political transitions, such as 
government changes. Increased stakeholder partici-
pation also helps maintain broader public support for 
the mission’s goals and the larger transformation effort 
(Loorbach 2010). Cases like the Topsectors (Nether-
lands) and Circular Flanders (Belgium) have established 
secretariats and permanent roles to track mission 
progress. Ultimately, however, the success of this 
governance model depends on the motivation of the 
stakeholders and the incentives provided within the 
mission framework to encourage cooperation.

One potential challenge to this approach is an unclear 
mandate for stakeholder governance, especially when 
existing governance structures overlap, and responsi-
bilities are poorly defined. Another possible drawback 
is the high level of institutional complexity that comes 
with involving a larger, more diverse group of stakehol-
ders, many of whom may have limited governance ex-
perience. This can result in longer negotiation proces-
ses, making it harder to implement solutions quickly. 
At the same time, these extended negotiations could 
contribute to the longevity of the approach, helping to 
ensure its relevance beyond a single legislative term 
and providing stability in the face of political changes.

6	  Topsectoren -Factsheet Dutch Solutions to Grand Challenges: https://www.topsectoren.nl/binaries/topsectoren/documenten/
publicaties/2019-publicaties/september-2019/23-09-19/factsheet-dutch-solutions-to-grand-challenges/Factsheet+Dutch+Soluti-
ons+to+Grand+Challenges.pdf

One of the primary challenges lies in selecting stake-
holders and ensuring representation of underrepre-
sented or unorganized interests. There’s also a risk 
that well-organized or resource-rich interest groups 
dominate the process, while less-organized groups 
struggle to participate. This imbalance could lead to 
the adoption of lowest-common-denominator solu-
tions or allow dominant actors to push for outcomes, 
potentially resulting in technological lock-ins, that be-
nefit them but undermine the mission’s overall flexibi-
lity and goals (Padovano und Galli 2003). It’s essential 
to design the stakeholder selection process in a way 
that prevents overly influential actors from dominating 
agenda-setting or blocking potential solutions.

Building stakeholder governance structures could lead 
to a significant shift in how stakeholders are engaged 
and mobilized, fostering stronger commitment of in-
volved actors. However, developing and refining these 
structures requires considerable time and extensive 
discussions.

2.1.4 “Mission ministry”

The key idea behind restructuring ministries to create 
a dedicated “mission ministry” is the expectation that 
this will lead to better coordination and integration of 
government actions, addressing the silos and coordi-
nation issues that often plague different ministries. 
This approach focuses on streamlining ministerial 
coordination by internalizing negotiation processes 
within a single entity. Concentrating responsibilities 
within one ministry also sends a political signal, highl-
ighting the high importance of the mission (cf. Durrant 
et al. 2019, p. 7). It can also generate momentum for 
addressing the issue (Braun 2008), disrupting existing 
administrative structures and enabling novel approa-
ches to problem-solving, instead of relying solely on 
existing competencies (Marsh et al. 1993).

In terms of the functional requirements for a mis-
sion-oriented policy, this approach offers several key 
benefits.
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In addition to establishing a clear and visible mission 
owner with a strong mandate, there could be positive 
effects on strategic capability, because political prio-
ritization aligns with the mandate for ongoing execut-
ion. Paradoxically this may also intensify the commonly 
observed “STI trap,” where missions are largely viewed 
as research policy efforts targeting science, technolo-
gy and innovation that fall short of delivering on their 
broader interministerial and cross-sectoral objectives.

However, concentrating responsibility in one ministry 
may also lead to a decreasing willingness among other 
ministries to cooperate on cross-cutting issues. Ad-
ditionally, the ministry tasked with the mission could 
become politically more vulnerable, as it would serve 
as the main focal point of public criticism. In terms 
of stakeholder engagement, reflexivity and overall 
capacity for mission implementation, this approach 
brings little change compared to the current model of 
interministerial coordination, as it mostly reorganizes 
existing structures. As a consequence, the necessa-
ry capacities for transformative policymaking aren’t 
automatically enhanced, particularly because the 
tension between traditional bureaucratic practices and 
the needs of transformative policies (cf. Braams et al. 

2021, 2022) persists. Shifts in organizational culture 
will take time and are largely depend on the leadership 
of the responsible minister (Braun 2008; Richards et al. 
1997) and other contextual factors, such as ideological 
differences or the extent to which various depart-
ments are integrated into the new ministry.

While the formal restructuring of ministries occurs 
quickly on paper, its success is largely dependent on 
political dynamics and power relationships (Sieberer 
2015), and longer-term processes will be needed to 
realize its full potential. In the early stages, efficiency 
is likely to decrease– not only due to reorganization 
efforts but also because of productivity losses during 
the adjustment period. Existing workflows won’t yet 
be established (Durrant et al. 2019), and the restruc-
turing phase may bring uncertainty, perceived losses, 
and additional workloads (Griffits et al. 2005). This 
means that efficiency gains in addressing problems 
may only materialize in the medium term, and in some 
cases, restructuring could even introduce new challen-
ges (Durrant et al. 2019).

Moreover, when it comes to tackling complex societal 
issues, ministerial responsibilities may not be clearly 



2. A comparative analysis of different institutional innovations

15

defined from the start. In the early stages of mission 
implementation, there’s often ambiguity around which 
aspects need addressing and which means and re-
sources are necessary to do so . Questions like whet-
her a stronger integration of research and investment 
promotion is sufficient, or whether regulatory aspects 
need to be addressed in parallel, need to be clarified. 
In addition to initial efficiency losses, the growing size 
of the ministry may pose further management challen-
ges, as increasing information asymmetries complicate 
hierarchical decision-making (Braun 2008). This could 
ultimately raise the overall costs, for example, through 
more coordination rounds or the need for additional 
management oversight.

Compared to other solutions focused on interminis-
terial coordination, the mission ministry model offers 
more long-term stability, especially if it endures across 
multiple legislative periods. However, this solution is 

still dependent on the political climate and power dy-
namics within the government. As a result the structu-
re and responsibilities of the ministry could be influ-
enced by shifts in party power (Sieberer 2015). That 
said, this approach has the potential to firmly establish 
a strong mission owner with a clear mandate, robust 
competence and sufficient resources, creating an actor 
capable of maintaining the mission‘s strategic direction 
over an extended period.

Creating ministries that align with mission objectives 
(mission ministries) offers the chance to streamline 
coordination processes and establish a central mission 
owner with clear authority and high visibility. While 
formal changes can be made quickly, fully integrating 
and embedding the new direction can be complex, 
time-intensive and may come with additional indirect 
costs.
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2.1.5 Mission agency

Unlike mission teams (with or without a government 
committee), which aim to modify or complement 
existing structures, the concept of a mission agency, 
as described in Lindner et al. (2023) represents a more 
radical change. This approach envisions a new orga-
nizational solution in the form of a dedicated agency 
responsible for fulfilling the mission, consciously 
disrupting existing structures. The central role of a 
mission agency is to act as a technically competent dri-
ver of both internal and external initiatives, guiding the 
entire process of mission implementation, supporting 
and monitoring progress and sparking debates around 
further development. Although this model has not yet 
been implemented in the German context, insights 
can be drawn from the experience of Dutch transfor-
mation teams (Government of Netherlands 2017), for 
example, which function similarly to a mission agency 
by driving government initiatives and mobilizing stake-
holders.

The potential strengths of a mission agency include 
the creation of a clear mission owner with a strong 
mandate and legitimacy, fully dedicated to achieving 

the mission’s goals. The agency would serve as the 
central point of contact for the mission, both internally 
and externally (Lindner et al. 2023).

Rather than being confined by existing structures, the 
agency can be designed around the specific challenges 
of the mission, enabling a deliberate change of esta-
blished patterns and routines. By operating outside 
traditional ministerial boundaries, it can help reduce 
the typical interministerial competition since the mis-
sion would no longer be seen as the domain of a single 
ministry. This also helps avoid the “STI trap,” where 
missions are reduced to being viewed solely as science 
or research initiatives.

Moreover, a mission agency offers new opportunities 
for engaging stakeholders beyond traditional structu-
res, since its mandate would include external commu-
nication, public debate initiation and progress moni-
toring. This approach also prevents existing structures 
from being overburdened with additional tasks, while 
enabling the recruitment of new talent with a broad 
range of skills and perspectives. The creation of a new 
agency allows for the targeted selection of personnel, 
bringing together expertise from various fields and 
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sectors, including government, academia, NGOs and 
industry (Lindner et al. 2023). Over time, this blen-
ding of perspectives could positively influence the 
ministries involved, especially through staff exchange, 
helping to build transformative capacities in areas like 
policy monitoring and stakeholder engagement.

Similar to the stakeholder governance model, but 
unlike ministry-based solutions, a mission agency’s 
mandate is more adaptable and can evolve with the 
mission’s progress, allowing it to set different priori-
ties. For example, as the mission advances, the need 
for enhanced monitoring capabilities may grow, or 
certain technological solutions might prove particularly 
promising, necessitating a stronger emphasis on those 
areas.

A potential challenge arises from the fact that, unlike 
ministries, a mission agency would have only limited 
financial resources of its own. While the existence of 

complementary funding approaches of other actors 
like minsitries  (Lindner et al. 2023) could create lever-
age, the strength of a mission agency lies primarily in 
its role as a  facilitator of the key challenge, its moni-
toring and progress reporting, and its alignment/sig-
nalling with high political priority.  The capacity to act 
independently or make progress alone seems restric-
ted – especially when compared to a mission-driven 
ministry, for instance. Therefore, the mission agency’s 
main role would be to persuade and mobilize other 
actors, providing them with the necessary support and 
legitimacy for policy changes.

Closely tied to this is the fact, that broad recruitment 
for the agency could lead to a limited understanding 
of government processes or even a disconnect bet-
ween the mission agency and ministerial actors (cf. 
e.g. Schwaag-Serger cited in Merx et al. 2019, p. 37; 
Wiarda 2023). Despite the agency’s broader stake-
holder focus, government actors will remain one of 
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its primary partners and points of contact. This makes 
an understanding of ministerial workflows essential 
for the agency’s effectiveness. The Dutch model of 
transformation teams shows that secondments from 
ministries and agencies can create an effective linkage, 
facilitating the flow of information between mission 
teams and government departments.

Another issue could stem from the increased political 
priority assigned to the mission, which may hinder ex-
perimentation. Breznitz et al. 2013 und Breznitz et al. 
2018 have highlighted in their analysis of innovation 
agencies that a central position within the innovation 
system can obstruct the testing of radical solutions, 
which are more likely to emerge on the periphery in a 
protected experimental environment. The high political 
prioritization that comes with establishing a mission 
agency could therefore limit the ability to explore radi-
cally new approaches in implementation.

Additionally, challenges may arise when mission agen-
cies focus exclusively on their assigned topics, potenti-
ally developing only a limited understanding of related 
fields. In the worst case, this could lead to inefficent 
competition or redundancy in case of several mission 
agencies. Furthermore, a range of potential obstacles 
and cost factors could emerge, including the challenge 
of creating anagency while the mission is already being 
implemented (Lindner et al. 2023). Given the recru-
itment strategy aimed at drawing talent from various 

7	  See the experience of Dutch transformation teams highlights that building a shared understanding of challenges and approaches can be 
a multi-year process.

sectors, sufficient time must be allocated for internal 
development.7

Moreover, this approach requires the context- and 
case-specific development of the agency’s mandate, as 
well as the legal framework governing it. The exam-
ple of the Federal Agency for Disruptive Innovation 
(SprinD) illustrates that a time- and resource-intensive 
process may be necessary to successfully establish and 
bring such agency to action. This could, in turn, slow 
down the long-term progress of the mission (cf. EFI 
2023).

In terms of potential, it is worth noting that a mission 
agency could ensure the long-term, sustained pur-
suit of a mission across multiple legislative periods. 
However, this would require solid legal foundations 
and adequate resources. If these conditions are met, 
an established mission agency could fully leverage its 
strengths, guiding the mission with growing expertise, 
networks and legitimacy, while remaining adaptable to 
changing contexts.

A mission agency creates a clearly defined mission 
owner with a strong mandate and full legitimacy who 
is focused on driving the mission’s goals and serving 
as the primary point of contact both internally and 
externally. However, building a mission agency is a 
resource-intensive and time-consuming endeavor.
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2.2 Comparison of different  
approaches
Table 2 summarizes the key findings from the SWOT 
analyses of each institutional solution and offers an 
initial comparative evaluation based on the dimen-
sions outlined above. The detailed insights from the 
SWOT analyses were aggregated within the categories 
discussed in section 2.1, providing an approximate 
assessment for each approach.

One immediate observation is that moderate changes, 
such as mission teams, show only limited improve-
ments in functionality compared to the baseline of 
traditional “interministerial co-ordination.” This raises 
the question of whether these approaches are truly 
capable of meeting the extensive demands of transfor-
mative or mission-oriented policy. In contrast, solu-
tions like mission agencies, stakeholder governance 
models, and mission ministries generally perform bet-
ter in terms of meeting functionality requirements of 
mission-oriented policies. This is largely because these 
solutions promise significant improvements in areas 
such as mission ownership, strategic leadership, and, 
in some cases, stakeholder mobilization and reflexivity. 

However, the analysis also shows that implementing 
these more ambitious institutional innovations requi-
res considerably more time and leads to higher direct 
and indirect costs. Enhanced functionality, therefore, 
comes with greater implementation costs and effort, 
especially during the planning and execution phases.

The analysis shows that no single, universal solution is 
equally suited to tackling different missions. Instead, 
the key question is under what conditions the weak-
nesses of specific approaches may matter less , while 
their particular strengths maximize advantages.

With this in mind the following chapter explores vari-
ous societal challenges and related potential missions, 
seeking to clarify the conditions under which different 
institutional approaches can leverage their strengths – 
or suffer from their limitations.

There is no universal solution that fits every mission 
equally well. The key question is: under what conditi-
ons do the weaknesses of certain approaches become 
less relevant, while their unique strengths provide the 
most benefits?
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3. Context-specific suitability

Research on innovation agencies has demonstrated 
that there is no universal formula for institutional de-
sign (Bound et al. 2016; Breznitz et al. 2018). Instead, 
the key to successful governance structures lies in 
context-sensitive frameworks that are tailored to the 
specific conditions of the innovation ecosystem. In 
light of this, the following section explores the suita-
bility of various institutional innovations in addressing 
three representative subproblems of broad societal 
significance:

1.	Decarbonizing the steel industry,

2.	managing the interfaces between the energy  
transtion and other sectors,

3.	and reducing cancer incidence.

These subproblems fall under the broader areas of a 
sustainable economy, a sustainable energy system and 
public health, which are prominently featured in the 
German government’s High-Tech Strategy 2025 and 
Future Strategy (BMBF 2018, 2023b). Despite their 
shared relevance, these subproblems vary significantly 
in terms of actor structures and thematic scope (see 
Table 2a below), leading to distinct governance chal-
lenges. Comparing these challenges helps clarify the 
conditions under which certain governance approa-
ches are particularly effective. 

3.1 Decarbonizing the steel industry

German businesses and policymaking face increasing 
pressure to achieve its goal of greenhouse gas neu-
trality by 2045 while remaining competitive. As one 
of the country’s most carbon-intensive sectors, the 
steel industry plays a pivotal role in this challenge (KEI 
2023; UD 2023).

To meet this target, a wide range of measures must 
be coordinated and accelerated to implement existing 
technical solutions, including renewable energy, hydro-
gen, carbon capture and storage (CCS), and carbon 

capture and utilization (CCU) (Leeson et al. 2017; Otto 
et al. 2017; Ras et al. 2019; Wietschel et al. 2020). The 
efficiency and cost-effectiveness of these solutions 
can vary across the value chain (Limbers et al. 2023).

Complicating matters are concerns about the environ-
mental safety of these technologies (BUND 2024), 
as well as their integration into existing national and 
international policy frameworks, such as the German 
government’s Future Research and Innovation Stra-
tegy, the steel action concept, climate agreements by 
the BMWK, and funding from the EU Innovation Fund. 
Moreover, trade unions must be actively involved to 
ensure the transformation of the sector is both sustai-
nable and socially equitable.

A mission in this area, therefore, has a crucial role in 
implementing well-coordinated measures that support 
the decarbonization of the steel industry while safe-
guarding its competitiveness and protecting jobs. Key 
components of a mission strategy for a climate-neutral 
steel industry must include incentives – such as sub-
sidies or other fiscal mechanisms – and provide stable 
legal frameworks that make decarbonization invest-
ments attractive and feasible for producers.

One advantage of a mission aimed at achieving climate 
neutrality in the German steel industry is the relatively 
small number of key stakeholders. This is largely due to 
the high market concentration among producers and 
the centralized organization of employee represen-
tatives, primarily through the “IG Metall” tradeunion 
(Küster-Simic et al. 2020). In addition to the primary 
political actors – specifically the ministries for the 
economy, environment, and research (BMWK, BMUV 
and BMBF) – additional stakeholders, particularly en-
vironmental organizations from civil society, need to 
be taken into account.

Given the relatively small number of actors and stake-
holders involved, along with the significant pressure 
to drive this transformation forward, restructuring 
ministries or adopting a stakeholder governance model 
seems particularly well-suited for the role of mission 
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owner. In contrast, governance approaches such as a 
mission agency or mission teams (with or without a 
government committee for innovation and transforma-
tion), which operate more on a strategic level, appear 
less relevant here. Their added value seems limited 
given the mission’s strong focus on implementation.

Option #1: Mission ministry

By adjusting the distribution of responsibilities among 
the relevant ministries, regulation, oversight, and in-
centive-setting could be consolidated under a single 
authority responsible for the entire value chain. While 
broader issues might overwhelm a central actor, the 
relatively narrow group of stakeholders involved in 
decarbonizing the steel industry makes it feasible to 
establish a strong mission owner in the form of a dedi-
cated mission ministry, capable of managing all aspects 
of the mission.

Placing the mission within a ministry would not only 
signal its high importance but also reduce the need 
for coordination across previously separate ministries. 
This approach creates a politically empowered, highly 
legitimate entity with strong decision-making autho-
rity, ideal for handling the concentrated set of stake-
holders in the steel industry. The ministry would have 
the resources to monitor progress and set effective 
incentives.

This model is particularly advantageous in supporting 
the upscaling and commercial testing of innovations 
such as carbon capture and alternative production 
methods – areas typically managed by the BMWK – 
and the funding mechanisms overseen by the BMBF.

One potential downside of this approach is the time 
required to integrate research and investment funding 
into a new mission ministry and synchronize work-
flows. However, in the case of a structural transfor-
mation, likely to unfold over several years, within a 
well-defined sector like the steel industry, this challen-
ge is less of an issue. The ministry can evolve alongside 
the mission’s progress, provided the transformation 
process is initiated quickly.

It’s also important to recognize that some responsi-
bilities, such as fiscal policy measures (e.g., generous 
depreciation rates for new technologies), are deeply 

entrenched in other ministries, such as the finance 
ministry (BMF), and may not be easily transferred to a 
mission ministry.

Option #2: Stakeholder governance

An alternative approach for mission governance, parti-
cularly given the structure of actors and stakeholders, 
is a form of stakeholder governance. Unlike contexts 
with a large number of stakeholders, the relatively 
small group involved here allows for representative 
participation in mission governance with relatively 
low complexity. This approach could also build on the 
BMWK’s existing “Carbon Contracts for Difference” 
initiative.

Stakeholder governance offers the advantage of 
directly incorporating the expertise of those involved, 
enabling the tailored implementation of flexible, con-
text-specific solutions. It also presents an opportunity 
to mitigate competitive imbalances by addressing the 
unique circumstances of individual businesses, thereby 
increasing incentives for accelerating the transition to 
climate-neutral production. Involving societal ac-
tors, especially trade unions, further ensures that the 
industrial transformation remains socially equitable. 
Ultimately, this process is likely to enjoy greater public 
visibility and legitimacy than traditional top-down 
approaches. Additionally, involving non-political actors 
could help mitigate interministerial competition.

The potential drawback of this approach is the poten-
tially lengthy negotiation process required before im-
plementation. However, given the manageable number 
of actors and solution options in this case, a prolonged 
setup process is unlikely.

To facilitate the decarbonization of the steel indus-
try, which involves a limited number of stakeholders, 
the institutional solutions of a mission ministry or 
stakeholder governance approach appear particularly 
well-suited. 

3.2 Energy transition

While the shift from a fossil fuel-based energy system 
to one powered by renewable energy is largely driven 
by sustainability goals – such as achieving greenhouse 
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gas neutrality by 2045 – other factors play a role as 
well. Although the initial impetus for the energy tran-
sition came from the move away from nuclear energy, 
the issue has since become entangled with discussions 
about Germany’s future economic development and 
energy sovereignty, especially in the wake of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine (Bundesregierung 2023).

While the goal itself is widely accepted, numerous 
debates surround the best path forward. These inclu-
de questions about the right mix of energy sources 
and their local feasibility, the pace and process of the 
transition, evolving technological demands, and the 
requirements of a more flexible energy generation 
system. The increasing interconnection of sectors like 
heating and mobility due to electrification and digita-
lization further complicates matters. As a result, this 
field involves a wide array of actors at different levels, 
contributing both top-down and bottom-up. Howe-
ver, many remain siloed in existing institutional and 
sector-defined structures. A key focus for missions in 
the energy transition, given this diverse stakeholder 
landscape, could be the integration of efforts across 
sectors and actor groups, and the coordination of dif-
fering needs to accelerate the ongoing transformation 
processes (Wurm et al. 2023).

The recent expansion of the Ministry for Economic Af-
fairs into the Ministry for Economic Affairs and Climate 
Action is already a step toward integrating actions 
through ministerial restructuring. Yet, with unresol-
ved technological challenges and the interlinkage of 
sectors such as mobility and heating, questions remain 
about how to accelerate the transformation further 
and improve the policy integration in these areas. In 
this context, the introduction of mission agencies and 
a government committee for innovation and transfor-
mation – complementing mission teams – emerges as a 
promising approach.

Option #1: Mission agency

A mission agency presents a particularly promising op-
tion for missions operating at the intersection of mul-
tiple sectors or when moving from research policy to 
practical application. It could serve as a neutral actor, 
mediating between the needs of various stakeholders 
and the responsible ministries, while also functioning 
as a “translator” between different technical perspec-
tives and monitoring implementation progress. Addi-
tionally, the agency could help build expertise at these 
intersections and embed this knowledge in the relevant 
ministries over time.

Because the agency’s primary role would be one of 
coordination and facilitation, its limited independent 
resources would be less of a concern, since its focus 
would be on balancing stakeholder demands and set-
ting strategic priorities. The agency’s focus on specific 
aspects of these intersections could open additional 
opportunities for pilot projects, allowing lessons lear-
ned from specific initiatives to be applied across other 
sectors. This focused and experimental approach could 
reduce potential political resistance.

Option #2: Innovation teams with a  
government committee for innovation  
and transformation

An alternative approach involves the creation of 
mission teams, supported by a government committee 
for innovation and transformation, bringing together 
relevant ministries at the cabinet level. Unlike a mission 
agency, this approach focuses more on interministerial 
coordination than on collaboration with external stake-
holders.
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The main advantages of this model are its stream-
lined structure and capacity for high-level manage-
ment across sectors and issues. This approach would 
be particularly well-suited for cases where multiple 
dimensions (or sub-missions) need to be addressed si-
multaneously. The institutional element of overarching 
coordination by the government committee can focus 
on tracking multiple dimensions and prevent particular 
issues from falling through the cracks and balance the 
mission load to avoid overwhelming the process as a 
whole. While a mission agency might be at risk of a too 
narrow focus – addressing its specific topic without 
considering broader interactions – the combination 
of mission teams and a government committee would 
be more adept at managing the complex intersections 
between various sectors.

In practice, the government committee could take on a 
supervisory role at a higher level, while mission teams 
would focus intensively on specific thematic intersec-
tions. This setup would allow for significant flexibility, 
enabling the integration of additional sectors as nee-
ded, depending on future developments.

Another key advantage is that the government commit-
tee could serve as a central platform for learning and 
adaptation, while simultaneously laying the ground-
work for future cooperation.

To facilitate collaboration between different stakehol-
der groups and policy sectors in the energy transition, 
a mission agency or mission teams, combined with a 
government committee for innovation and transforma-
tion, would be effective options.

3.3 Combating cancer

In the health sector, one of the key challenges is tack-
ling the rise in cancer cases and its associated impacts 
– an issue addressed in various national strategies, 
such as Germany’s High-Tech Strategy 2025 and Natio-
nal Cancer Plan, as well as at the EU level through the 
Combating Cancer initiative. 

The role of mission-oriented policy in this context is 
to develop effective solutions and approaches while 
bringing together diverse stakeholder groups to better 
integrate established policy areas, including research 

and innovation policy with healthcare and treatment 
services.

However, in Germany, efforts to address the societal 
challenge of cancer are highly fragmented. Intermi-
nisterial cooperation is limited, leading to a range of 
parallel, uncoordinated solutions. For example, the 
Federal Ministry of Health pursues an service-oriente-
dapproach through the National Cancer Plan, while the 
German National Decade Against Cancer (NDK), led by 
the BMBF, follows a distinct research-driven strategy 
(NDK 2019). These projects lack formal coordination.

In areas that cut across traditional policy fields – such 
as occupational safety, prevention and nutrition – coor-
dinated, interministerial action is essential. As such, the 
central requirements for a mission in this field include:

1.	Coordinating and aligning research and healthcare 
policies, with the involvement of other relevant 
ministries.

2.	Engaging diverse societal stakeholders and foste-
ring wider public debate, which are key to driving 
behavioral changes and embedding cancer preven-
tion more deeply into everyday life (Wittmann et al. 
2020).

Given these considerations, the most suitable approa-
ches to address these challenges appear to be the crea-
tion of a mission agency or an intersectoral stakeholder 
governance model. In contrast, restructuring ministries 
or forming mission teams alongside a government 
committee for innovation and transformation seems 
less appropriate due to the cross-cutting nature of the 
issue, existing structures and the need for broader sta-
keholder involvement beyond government actors.

Option #1: Mission agency

A mission agency could play a key role in several ways 
within this context. First, it could act as a catalyst for 
broad societal dialogue and drive a more problem-
focused approach. As a new and neutral entity, the 
agency could navigate between different perspectives 
(research, healthcare, and prevention) while maintai-
ning credibility and mobilize previously unrepresented 
interests and stakeholders.
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Second, a mission agency could serve as the mission 
owner, facilitating coordination between existing mi-
nisterial structures and, over time, advancing capacity-
building alongside the respective ministries.

The additional time needed to establish a mission 
agency would be less of a concern, given the long-term 
nature of this issue. Unlike the decarbonization of the 
steel industry, where the pressure to act is immediate 
due to its impact on competitiveness, the fight against 
cancer is a gradual, long-term challenge. 

Similarly, the agency’s potentially limited resources 
wouldn’t pose a significant hurdle. While research is 
largely driven by private funding, changes in public 
health behavior are typically achieved through a combi-
nation of incentives, targeted campaigns (such as public 
awareness initiatives on prevention), and fostering a 
wider societal conversation about healthier lifestyles. 
In this area, an agency could have a far greater role as 
a mediator and facilitator than in more economically 
driven initiatives.

Option #2: Stakeholder governance

An alternative approach could be developing a sta-
keholder governance structure, similar to the rese-
arch-focused model established by the NDK. The key 
advantage of this model lies in its ability to integrate 
a broader range of actors, allowing expertise to be 
incorporated early in the mission design process and 
enabling non-governmental stakeholders to contribute 
directly to achieving mission goals.

A notable benefit is the opportunity to engage key 
stakeholders in cancer prevention – such as medical 
professionals and patient advocacy groups – as multi-
pliers, which would offer greater flexibility in designing 
initiatives. By directly involving relevant actors in the 
mission’s strategy and implementation, the framework 
could incentivize collective progress in cancer preven-
tion and treatment. Additionally, involving stakeholders 
with a problem-driven focus could counterbalance the 
entrenched silos within ministries. Although longer 
negotiation processes – similar to the extended setup 
period of a mission agency – would not be a major 
obstacle, a stakeholder governance structure may be 
less effective in involving unrepresented interests. In 
this case, groups such as patients and affected indi-
viduals, who are harder to reach, may be overlooked, 
while more organized actors could dominate the deba-
te. Conflicting interests (e.g., prevention vs. treatment) 
could also pose a challenge to achieving unified solu-
tions. Furthermore, given the wide societal relevance 
of the issue, the number of potential stakeholders is 
relatively large. It would be important to clearly define 
the scope of relevant stakeholders early on, ensuring 
that all key players are included without undermining 
the mission’s progress.

To enhance integration in cancer prevention and close 
the gap between healthcare delivery and research, the 
solutions provided by a mission agency or stakeholder 
governance models are particularly effective.
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4. Discussion and outlook

4.1 Key findings summary

This paper examined various institutional approaches 
to enhance the implementation of mission-oriented 
and transformative policies in Germany. The analysis 
drew on recent efforts within the country (such as mis-
sion teams), best practices from abroad (stakeholder 
governance, dedicated mission ministry) and current 
proposals from academia (mission teams with a go-
vernment committee for innovation and transforma-
tion, mission agencies). In the first step, the strengths 
and challenges of these institutional approaches were 
reviewed based on the literature and interviews, and 
systematically analyzed using SWOT frameworks.

Next, the paper assessed how well these institutional 
solutions could address different mission areas by fo-
cusing on three key societal challenges: decarbonizing 
industry, the energy transition and the fight against 
cancer. Special attention was paid to the specific actor 
configurations within each challenge and the thematic 
scope of each issue.

The following conclusions emerged from this analysis:

1) Transformative action requires new  
institutional solutions

Incremental changes, such as the current form of 
mission teams, are inadequate to meet the growing 
demands of transformative policy and to fundamen-
tally reshape existing operational structures. As seen 
with the mission teams established under the Future 
Research and Innovation Strategy, many issues with 
interministerial coordination persist (EFI 2024). While 
efforts to institutionalize cooperation point in the 
right direction, these measures alone are not sufficient 
to overcome structural barriers to transformation in 
Germany – such as administrative culture and siloed 
thinking – or to build the necessary long-term capaci-
ties for effective action.

Relying solely on mission teams may serve as a tem-
porary or interim measure but committing to truly 
transformative policymaking requires a deliberate 
focus on further developing institutional solutions that 
can significantly improve governance and implemen-
tation. Without such development and the creation of 
the necessary capacities, transformative policies risk 
remaining mere aspirations that never move beyond 
the conceptual stage.

2) Different governance structures for  
different contexts

As the analysis highlights, various institutional solu-
tions address the core requirements for implementing 
mission-oriented policies to different extents. Ho-
wever, it’s important to note that there is no single 
“silver bullet” governance structure able to fit all types 
of missions. Instead, decisions should be made based 
on the specific actor configurations, the structure of 
the topic, the political context, and the corresponding 
mission framework (if already established), weighing 
the strengths and weaknesses of each approach.

For the case studies examined in this focus paper, dif-
ferent solutions appear promising, as each approach’s 
strengths align differently with the specific contexts.

Two critical dimensions in evaluating these institutio-
nal solutions are: their ability to handle complex actor 
configurations, and the thematic scope or “breadth” of 
the mission in question.

For instance, the limited ability of a mission ministry 
to mobilize stakeholders isn’t a significant hurdle in 
the decarbonization of the steel industry, given the 
relatively small number of key actors. However, this 
limitation becomes a major drawback in the case of 
cancer prevention, where the actor landscape is far 
more complex, with siloed structures and unorgani-
zed interests. Another example involves the thematic 
scope that each solution can effectively manage. A 
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mission ministry, for instance, tends to have a narrower 
scope than a mission agency or a government commit-
tee for innovation and transformation, which provide 
broader meta-coordination.

3) Balancing functionality and (time)  
commitment

Institutional solutions that propose fundamental chan-
ges generally seem better suited to meet the evolving 
demands of mission-oriented policymaking (see section 
1.2). However, there’s often a trade-off between 
enhanced functionality and the time, resources and 
lead time needed for implementation. Depending on 
political opportunities or the urgency of the issue, the 
institutionally “optimal” solution may not always be 
availiable for addressing the challenge. For example, in 
the case of climate-neutral steel production, a lengthy 
process of institution building or reform would not 
align with the pressing need for action. In such cases, 
it might make sense to opt for a second-best solution, 
even if a more complex institutional framework pro-
mise a better fit. Still, citing such challenges shouldn’t 
serve as an excuse to immediately rule out more ambi-
tious solutions or settle for the least demanding option.

4.2 Functional governance struc-
tures for mission implementation – 
where and how to begin?

Based on the insights from this focus paper, several 
conclusions and recommendations can be drawn for 
shaping future governance structures for mission 
implementation and mission-oriented policymaking in 
Germany.

1) Institutional solutions are necessary but 
not sufficient for missions to succeed

While the various institutional approaches discussed 
offer distinct advantages and meet different context-

8	  Institutional design choices around the Mission Owner bring up various considerations that can shape the resulting solutions. One 
prominent example is how stakeholders are engaged. Should the focus be on key players who are already ahead in the field (front-run-
ners), or should the emphasis be on representing established structures? In the expert interviews, it appears that one factor contributing 
to successful implementation in the Netherlands was the focus on forward-thinking actors  – both within ministries and across other 
stakeholder groups. This emphasis allowed for the development of more transformative approaches, which could then be integrated into 
organizations and scaled beyond them.

specific needs, it’s important to recognize that they 
represent only one part of the equation for successful 
mission-oriented policy (Lindner et al. 2021).

A key prerequisite for the success of any transfor-
mative or mission-oriented policy is strong political 
prioritization and support (Lindner et al. 2021). This is 
a critical success factor for all the proposed solutions. 
Moreover, institutional structures alone cannot make 
up for deficiencies in negotiation or mission formula-
tion processes (Wittmann et al. 2021a). Therefore, any 
discussion on developing effective governance struc-
tures for mission-oriented policy – both in general and 
specific cases – should be embedded within a broader 
conversation on the framework conditions necessary 
for successful mission implementation (Lindner et al. 
2021). At the same time, it’s essential to challenge the 
current practice of tying the lifespan of missions too 
closely to political cycles, which often makes institutio-
nal changes seem impossible from the outset (cf. EFI 
2024, p. 30).8

2) Strategically combining different institutio-
nal solutions for policy design

While the analysis focused on the strengths and weak-
nesses of individual institutional solutions, combining 
different elements (either in sequence or simultaneous-
ly) may be a promising solution. This approach allows 
for harnessing the strengths of multiple models while 
compensating for their potential weaknesses.

This is particularly relevant when considering the time-
intensive nature of establishing structures like stake-
holder governance or mission agencies, which risks 
losing mission momentum before tangible results can 
be seen.  In this case, for example, the temproary reor-
ganization of ministerial work through mission teams 
could strengthen the focus on a specific topic while the 
long-term creation of a mission agency or a stakeholder 
governance takes place in parallel. 

Thereby the mission teams could serve as a interim 
bridge, supporting the initial phase of a mission while 
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the longer-term development of a mission agency is 
underway, helping to fill the early-stage implementa-
tion gap. This approach could reduce the drawbacks 
and limitations of these comprehensive institutional 
changes necessary for their succesful implementation.

A similar approach has been observed in the Nether-
lands with transformation teams, where central steer-
ing structures only took on a more prominent role as 
clear goals were established over time. 

3) Understanding mission governance as a 
continuous learning and development  
process

The development of governance structures for missi-
ons should not be seen as a one-off decision. Instead, 
it should be approached as a continuous process of 
learning and adaptation, closely aligned with the mis-
sion itself.

In practice, this means:

•	 First, the focus should shift beyond just selecting 
mission topics and place greater emphasis on identi-
fying the appropriate governance structures needed 
to address each specific challenge. Ideally, even 
during the mission formulation phase, it should be 
considered how governance structures can contribu-
te to the desired outcomes

•	 Second, governance structures should be viewed 
as evolving over time, developing alongside the 
mission. Regularly reassessing and refining these 
structures is essential, and this process may also 
include experimental elements. To make this possi-
ble, it is critical to maintain strong political support 
and a long-term focus on missions, ensuring the 
flexibility needed to develop effective governance 
frameworks.

4) Identifying key requirements as the basis 
for developing effective governance  
solutions for missions

Just as the negotiation processes during mission for-
mulation should be tailored to the specific actor con-
figurations and the political and social context (Witt-
mann et al. 2024), the institutional solutions must be 
customized to the mission’s unique characteristics. The 
development and selection of appropriate institutional 
structures require a clear understanding of the key 
governance needs, the mission’s objectives, the scope 
for action and the specific context of the mission.

The chosen institutional solution should reasonate with 
the mission’s objectives as well as its actor and prob-
lem structures. There is no one-size-fits-all governance 
solution that can deliver equally effective results across 
different missions. 

Table 3 summarizes, based on the findings from Chap-
ters 2 and 3, which institutional solutions are particu-
larly well-suited or less suitable for specific challenges. 
This overview is designed to serve as a guide for po-
licymakers, helping them identify promising solutions 
while ruling out less effective ones.
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