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Mind the Gap: Delay Mechanisms and Goal Failures in 
Swedish Environmental Policy 
 
Aim and project goals 

Despite significant efforts, there are still huge gaps between adopted goals and actual 

outcomes in environmental policy. In the Swedish environmental quality objectives 

(EQO) system, this is particularly evident for the objectives Reduced climate impact, 

A non-toxic environment, A balanced marine environment and Sustainable forests. 

The overall aim of this research project is to increase our understanding of how the 

environmental goal-outcome gap is maintained through misuses of scientific 

knowledge and evidence and other interventions in the science-policy process. By 

using the four EQOs as empirical departure points, the project will address the 

following research questions: 

1) What types of delay mechanisms affect the achievement of environmental 

goals such as the Swedish EQOs? 

2) In what ways does goal failure depend on misrepresentations of science and 

other interventions in the science-policy process, such as: 

• production of false knowledge; 

• intentional misinterpretations of scientific evidence; 

• fabricated scientific disagreement; 

• misrepresentations of the value/goal conflicts involved; or 

• inappropriate uses of policy instruments/decision aids? 

3) How can attempts at misrepresenting science or unjustified interventions in 

the science-policy process be counteracted? How can this knowledge be used 

to bridge the goal–outcome gap in the Swedish system of EQOs? 

The research, which builds on the findings of a Formas funded workshop with 

Swedish experts and practitioners in November 2013 (Dnr 202-2013-384), will be 

performed by a multidisciplinary team of leading experts in the fields of 

environmental toxicology, climatology, ecology, economics, philosophy, law and 

political science, using literature reviews, stakeholder interviews and roundtable 

conferences as primary data sources and case study methodology as primary method 

for data analysis and synthesis.  
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The novelty of the research is two-fold. The research will: 1) address critical 

research gaps on how various delay mechanisms related to science and the science-

policy process may interfere with environmental decision-making, and 2) outline 

measures that can be taken to counteract delay interventions and strengthen the role of 

science in the environmental policy process. Both 1-2 will make a significant 

contribution to the achievement of the EQOs.  

 

Scientific background 

It is well-known that some environmental goals are difficult to achieve. The latest 

assessments of progress towards the Swedish EQOs show that it will be particularly 

difficult to reach the objectives A non-toxic environment, Reduced climate impact, A 

balanced marine environment, and Sustainable forests in time (Naturvårdsverket, 

2011). Lack of environmental goal-fulfilment has been studied since long, and from 

many academic perspectives. As a result, an array of factors leading to delay has been 

identified, including: 

• Lack of scientific knowledge, lack of understanding of scientific uncertainties 

or slow or incomplete reception of scientific consensus among decision-

makers (Gilek et al., 2011; Karlsson et al., 2011) 

• Lack of motivation and akractic behaviour 

• Insufficiently operational goals and targets (Edvardsson Björnberg, 2009) 

• Insufficiently calibrated laws and other policy measures (Linke et al., 2013) 

• Social dilemmas 

• Lack of cost internalization and environmentally harmful subsidies 

• Unfavourable institutional characteristics (Eriksson et al., 2010) or lobbyism 

(Markussen and Tinggaard Svendsen, 2005) 

However, one area of research that has received little attention is how delay in goal 

fulfilment is exacerbated by calculated interventions in the science-policy process. 

While there is a growing literature devoted to understanding how science feeds into 

environmental policy-making and how delay is caused by manipulations of the 

scientific process (Jacques et al., 2008; Oreskes & Conway, 2010), most existing 

studies focus on climate change denialism among politicians and (few but influential) 

scientists in a U.S. context. Much less research has been done in other environmental 
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fields, such as biological diversity or eutrophication, and in other countries and 

regions, although a number of studies exist on chemicals, asbestos, ozone precursors 

and acid rain (Michaels, 2005), and some studies take a non-U.S. perspective 

(Norgaard 2006). Summing up this literature, and taking the outcome of the above-

mentioned Formas funded workshop into consideration, one key delay mechanism in 

need of more research appears to be central: misuse of science in the science-policy 

process. 

 

This misuse can take various forms. In its most basic form it implies denying the 

existence of an environmental problem, for example by producing false knowledge or 

presenting pseudoscience as legitimate, “alternative”, scientific theories (e.g. climate 

change denialism) (Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004), changing the standard of scientific 

proof (Rudén & Hansson, 2008), or fabricating scientific disagreement. The fact that 

there is considerable lack of scientific knowledge in some environmental areas 

(environmental toxicants, climate change) opens up for interpretations of the 

uncertainty at hand. In general, a number of ways of manipulating science and 

uncertainty have been noticed in the literature, including attempts to influence the 

research agenda by funding particular research or by framing the research question in 

a certain way (Bero, 2013) and not disclosing the role that industry has played in 

funding or in planning, interpreting or reporting research results (Grandjean & 

Ozonoff, 2013).  

 

The mentioned delay mechanisms also relate to the interrelations between 

environmental objectives and other policy goals. Although goal conflicts evidently 

present a challenge to any goal system and undoubtedly constitute one important 

factor of unintentional delay in the environmental policy process, they also present an 

opportunity for further manipulation of the science-policy process. Often, denial of 

the seriousness of environmental problems follows directly from dismissal of the 

scientific evidence documenting the problems (Jacques et al., 2008). Similarly, 

economic decision tools, although purportedly value neutral, can be used in ways that 

cause regulatory delay (Cole, 2012). 
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Proposed research 

In this project the above-mentioned delay mechanisms (and possibly others) will be 

studied in relation to the four selected EQOs. The research will be carried out in the 

form of four work packages (WPs), which are described below. Deliverables are 

specified in Table 2 (Appendix J).  

 

WP1: Development of a model for analyses of delay mechanisms 

The aim of WP1 is to develop a model for analyses of “delay mechanisms” in the 

environmental policy-making process. The model will be used to identify delay actors 

and processes that are in need of further attention. In its simplest form the science-

policy process can be depicted as a two-step process from science to policy. This very 

simplified model – which illustrates that delays in the policy process can be caused by 

interference with the scientific process, the policy process or (which is most often the 

case) a combination of both – will be developed over time in the project. Since 

scientific knowledge feeds into the policy process in many ways – when assessing 

risks/uncertainties, choosing and implementing policy measures, monitoring progress 

and translating evidence from evaluations into new policy options (NERC, 2013) – 

there are many opportunities to delay action. This is captured by a model of the 

science-policy process developed by Hansson and Aven (2014) (Figure 1). As a first 

step in the project we will elaborate on their model with the aim to provide a firmer 

ground for studies of delay mechanisms in the environmental policy process. (D1.1, 

D1.2) 

 

WP 2: Misuse of scientific evidence 

Environmental policies generally have to be adopted although perfect knowledge is 

seldom at hand. This opens up for various actors to delay and reduce attempts at risk 

management, although misuse of science may also occur in cases where an adequate 

scientific basis exists. The aim of WP2 is to investigate the most commonly 

employed misuses of scientific evidence in environmental policy-making, using 

concrete examples from the last 10-15 years as empirical basis. The analysis will be 

performed through two contrasting case studies. 
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Case study 1 – Chemicals policy: The lack of complete knowledge on the effects of 

chemical substances opens for attempts to exploit scientific uncertainty in order to 

create debate and controversy concerning certain risks. In this case study we will 

investigate various attempts that have been made nationally and internationally with 

the aim to delay policy-making in the chemicals field. A set of regulatory processes 

on chemicals in Sweden and on EU level, concerning for example DEHP, bisphenol 

A and deca-BDE, will be scanned in order to find an in-depth case associated with 

potential delay mechanisms. Comparisons will be made to other environmental fields 

(e.g. climate change), where similar attempts at slowing down the policy-making 

process through subversion of the scientific process have been made. The case study 

will also identify the measures, or counter-strategies, that have been employed to 

mitigate such subversions, and it will be investigated under what conditions they can 

be expected to be successful. In doing so, the implications of the results for the 

Swedish EQO “A non-toxic environment” will be elaborated. (D2.1, D2.2, D2.3) 

 

Case study 2 – Biodiversity policy (forests): Contrary to the chemicals case, lack of 

evidence is seldom a bottleneck for biodiversity policy regarding forests. For example, 

there is broad agreement on the importance and meaning of the so-called extinction 

threshold, i.e. the share of natural forests needed to ensure long-term viability of 

many forest-living species (Hanski, 2011). In general, scientific knowledge on 

biodiversity is quite well reflected in international agreements (CBD 2010), but the 

national implementation is often incomplete for various reasons (Chandra and 

Idrisova, 2011). This case study will focus on the potential misuse of scientific 

evidence in the process of transforming international biodiversity policy into national 

forest policy and law. The existence of misrepresented value or goal conflicts will be 

studied, as will the role of public agencies in this politicized context. Comparisons 

will be made with areas where scientists/scientific consensus stand strong enough to 

prevent or suppress misuse of science. Counteracting strategies and measures will be 

identified and elaborated, including in relation to the Swedish EQO “Sustainable 

forests”. (D2.4, D2.5, D2.6) 
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WP 3: Fabricated scientific disagreement 

One way of intentionally slowing down the environmental policy process is to point 

out underlying uncertainties as (false) indications of scientific disagreement. The aim 

of WP3 is to investigate the role and impact in the policy-process of such fabricated 

scientific disagreement. Among other things, this involves addressing the issue of 

what constitutes scientific agreement, both in the eyes of the scientists themselves and 

in the eyes of the general public, and who should count as a scientific expert. The 

analysis will be performed through two case studies. 

 

Case study 3 – Climate change mitigation: The area of climate change is well-known 

for its consensus-oriented international policy processes, but also for a set of opposing 

actors who deny the findings in the scientific community. The area thereby exposes 

an unusually broad polarisation. In this case study we will investigate what role 

scientific agreement and fabricated scientific disagreement have played in climate 

change mitigation policy, in Sweden and internationally. We will put particular 

emphasis on the role of “sham experts”, i.e. non-experts posing as experts (often 

using their credentials from other areas of science where they have expertise) in 

climate change policies. We will also address the issue of why attempts at 

constructing false scientific disagreement around the climate change issue has been a 

significantly less successful strategy in Sweden than in, for example, the U.S. Finally, 

the outcome will be discussed with respect to the Swedish EQO “Reduced climate 

impact”. (D3.1, D3.2, D3.3). 

 

Case study 4 – Eutrophication: Concerning marine eutrophication, scientific and 

stakeholder disagreements have been substantial over time, in particular concerning 

the role of different nutrients and the cost-effectiveness of various management 

measures. In the case of the Baltic Sea though, science-policy interactions were 

characterised by a remarkable level of consensus during the negotiations leading up to 

the 2007 HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP), in spite of high complexity 

regarding nutrient contamination sources and the functioning of the marine ecosystem. 

In this case study we will investigate how scientific consensus has been reached in 

some periods, and how and by whom scientific disagreement has been fabricated on 

other occasions, for instance in relation to the use of economic decision tools. In 
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addition, we will analyse if value or goal conflicts have played a role for the 

development of consensus or disagreements. Our focus will be on reaching a 

comprehensive understanding of how this delay mechanism may play out in various 

contexts and at different stages in the policy cycle. The results on the case study will 

be coupled to the Swedish EQO “A balance marine environment”.  (D3.4, D3.5, 

D3.6) 

 

WP 4: Synthesis 

The knowledge produced within the project will be synthesized in the form of two 

publications to which all researchers that have been active in the WPs will contribute. 

The first publication will be a scientific article submitted to a peer-reviewed 

international journal, summarizing the main findings of the four case studies (D4.1). 

In the article we will evaluate and compare the influence of the identified delay 

mechanisms in the four focus areas and the measures taken to counteract those 

mechanisms. The second publication will be aimed for a broad audience, 

preferentially in the form of a Formas Fokuserar booklet or a similar format (D4.2). 

Apart from contributions from each of the WPs, this publication will also contain 

commenting chapters from stakeholders. The publication will be presented at a half-

day scientific seminar to which researchers, policy-makers and other stakeholders are 

invited (D4.3). 

 

Research methods 

We will adopt a case study methodology guided by a common analytical 

framework (Yin, 2003). The study design does not allow for statistical 

generalizations or quantitative results. Instead, we have deliberately selected case 

studies that will provide qualitative in-depth insights and understanding of the 

studied delay mechanisms. On this basis, however, we nevertheless aim to make 

analytical generalizations in the final synthesis, which we will relate to the broader 

issue of lack of goal-fulfilment in environmental policy. 

We will use three methods of data gathering in the project:  
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1. Literature reviews. At the initiation of each WP a thorough literature 

review will be made. We will survey academic research databases, policy 

documents and parliamentary debates in Sweden and the EU. WP1 will 

mainly be addressed through desk-based analyses of available academic 

literature on the science-policy relationship. This literature will then be 

used to develop our new model for studies of intentional delay in the 

environmental science-policy process. 

2. Semi-structured interviews with experts and stakeholders. A series of semi-

structured interviews will be conducted with key experts and stakeholders 

working in the four focus areas. These interviews will be designed using 

the literature reviews as empirical input. The focus will primarily be on 

acquiring information from Swedish respondents, but representatives from 

regional and international organizations (e.g. HELCOM, ECHA) will also 

be engaged to address multi-level contexts in the case studies. 

3. Roundtables or focus groups. Four roundtables/focus groups (one/case 

study) will be conducted with relevant experts and stakeholders. These 

roundtables will be conducted after data from the semi-structured 

interviews has been gathered and will use this data as input for the 

discussion and analysis. The roundtables will among other things be used to 

identify possible ways to counteract delay.  

 

Plan for communication with stakeholders and end users 

A central component of the project is to interact and discuss with policy experts, 

decision-makers and other stakeholders. A stakeholder reference group will be 

set-up consisting of the following identified end-users: 

• Three persons with experience from business (e.g. a forestry or chemicals 

company), NGOs and municipalities (e.g. SKL) respectively 

• Three persons from agencies relating to the four EQOs, e.g. the 

Environment Protection Agency, the Chemicals Agency and the secretariat 

of the Cross-Party Committee on Environmental Objectives 

(Miljömålsberedningen) 
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• Three previous politicians from different parties/fora 

• Three persons from other countries with relevance for the project (e.g. 

representatives from EEA, HELCOM or ECHA) 

 

The stakeholder reference group will play a role of “extended peer review”, 

meaning that it will be invited to meetings already at the initiation of the WPs, will 

be asked to give input to the set-up and implementation of the case studies, and 

will in regular meetings once a year be asked to give feedback on results and 

forthcoming studies, roundtables, stakeholders to invite, deliverables, etc. Based on 

the group’s views, policy briefings will be produced for specific target groups. The 

group thus plays a central part in the project. 

In addition, we will seek to communicate our results in various fora where 

environmental policy is discussed, including the national days for EQOs 

(Miljömålsdagarna) and various regional gatherings. Six popular articles will be 

written (one per case study and one each for WP1 and WP 4) in the form of op-eds 

in news media or articles in popular science journals (such as Forskning och 

Framsteg).  

Societal value of the research 

By working together with stakeholders and leading scientists (with whom we have 

already formed a collaborative partnership) to analyze various types of gaps and delay 

mechanisms in the environmental science-policy process and relating them to the 

Swedish EQO-system, the project will make a direct contribution to achievement of 

the EQOs. More specifically, the project will: 

• Contribute towards evidence-based environmental policy-making by raising 

awareness and understanding among politicians and decision-makers about the 

role of science, scientific evidence and scientific consensus in the 

environmental policy process; 

• Support environmental performance and efficiency at a local, regional, 

national and international level by providing valuable knowledge about how to 

counteract deliberate attempts at slowing down the environmental policy 

process, thus contributing toward environmental sustainability; 
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• Enhance research capacity and foster communication and exchange between 

the environmental research community and stakeholders in the environmental 

policy area. 

 

Personnel and research environment 

Dr. Karin Edvardsson Björnberg (KTH) will be the project leader. Professor Sven 

Ove Hansson (KTH) will be one of the lead researchers and will assist her in the 

scientific management of the project. Dr. Michael Gilek (Södertörn University) 

and Dr. Mikael Karlsson (KTH) will participate as lead researchers in the project. 

All participants at the preparatory workshop who have expressed an interest in 

participating in the project will be engaged as research collaborators in WP2-3 

(Table 1). They will also make a significant contribution to WPs 1 and 4. 

 

National and international collaborations 

The Division of Philosophy (KTH) has close contacts with London School of 

Economics and Political Science (LSE), which is a major hub in international 

science–policy research. Environmental studies at Södertörn University has 

through previous research projects, funded e.g. by BONUS+ and the Foundation of 

Baltic and East European Studies, a well-developed collaboration with experts and 

practitioners in Sweden and the Baltic Sea region on marine environmental 

governance. Mikael Karlsson has worked actively in the Swedish EQO system for 

many years and has an extensive network among relevant stakeholders in Sweden 

and abroad, including the Brussels arena. 

 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical issues are most likely to be of concern when dealing with data collected 

through interviews/roundtables. All research activities will follow established rules 

concerning informed consent, which among other things means that all participants 

will be informed about the purpose of the case studies, their role in the project and 

how collected data will be used. Everyone who wishes to remain anonymous will 

be guaranteed anonymity. In those cases in which it is difficult to guarantee 

anonymity, for example because the informant has a position that makes it likely 
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that his/her identity will be recognized, we will obtain a written permission to use 

data/quotes prior to publication. 

 

Gender aspects 

It is quite possible that the study of deliberate attempts at slowing down the 

environmental policy-process has a gender dimension that could deserve attention in 

the project. Research consistently shows that women are more worried about 

environmental risks and problems than men are, and that they are more likely than 

men to take action to mitigate those risks (Edvardsson Björnberg and Hansson, 2012). 

Climate change denialism also seems to be particularly conspicuous among elderly 

white middle and upper class men with certain political views (McCright and Dunlap, 

2011). 
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Figure 1. Model of the science-policy process developed by Hansson and Aven (2014) 

 

 
 

 

Table 1. List of participants, Formas-funded workshop, November 2013.  

Prof. Per Angelstam          SLU    

Dr. Karin Edvardsson Björnberg         KTH  

Göran Enander                  VR   

Prof. Per Eriksson          Uppsala universitet  

Dr. Michael Gilek          Södertörns högskola  

Prof. Ing-Marie Gren                 SLU   

Prof. Sven Ove Hansson                          KTH    

Viktoria Ingman                Miljömålsberedningen 
 
Dr. Mikael Karlsson                 Södertörns högskola      

Dr. Erik Kjellström                SMHI, Rossby center   

Prof. Tomas Kåberger                Göteborgs universitet   

Prof. Gabriel Michanek                 Uppsala universitet    

Prof. Christina Rudén                SU    

Prof. Fredrik Wulff         SU  
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Table 2. List of deliverables 2015-2017.  

 

Deliverable Description Deadline 

D1.1 Scientific article presenting our tentative model for 
analyses of “delay interventions” 

Month 6 

D1.2 Presentation at the model at a scientific conference Month 12 
D2.1 Scientific article on misuse of scientific evidence in 

chemicals policy 
Month 12 

D2.2 Presentation of the results of D2.1 at a scientific 
conference 

Month 18 

D2.3 Popular scientific article or polemic article based on 
the results of D2.1 

Month 18 

D2.4 Scientific article on misuse of scientific evidence in 
biodiversity policy 

Month 18 

D2.5 Presentation of the results of D2.4 at a scientific 
conference 

Month 24 

D2.6 Popular scientific article or polemic article based on 
the results of D2.4 

Month 24 

D3.1 Scientific article on fabricated scientific 
disagreement in climate change mitigation policy 

Month 24 

D3.2 Presentation of the results of D3.1 at a scientific 
conference 

Month 30 

D3.3 Popular scientific article or polemic article based on 
the results of D3.1 

Month 30 

D3.4 Scientific article on fabricated scientific 
disagreement in eutrophication/marine 
environmental policy 

Month 30 

D3.5 Presentation of the results of D3.4 on a scientific 
conference 

Month 36 

D3.6 Popular scientific article or polemic article based on 
the results of D3.4 

Month 36 

D4.1  Synthesis article Month 36 
D4.2 Popular scientific publication presenting our 

synthesis work 
Month 36 

D4.3 Half-day seminar focusing on our synthesis work Month 36 
 

 

 

 

 

 


