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Formas: “Communication must be integrated”
Both research communication 
and collaboration with 
stakeholders have become 
increasingly important when 
applying for funding. News & 
Views asked a main funding 
agency in Sweden for advice on 
how applicants can address this 
criterion.
The Swedish Research Council 
Formas is a national research 
council supporting environmental, 
agricultural science and spatial 
planning research. In 2016, Formas 
distributed governmental research 
grants worth 1,2 billion SEK, with 
additional financing coming from 
other research funds and the EU. 
The annual open call usually attracts 
thousands of applications, and only a 
share of these will receive funding. 

An applicant to Formas is obliged 
to describe not only the research 

plan, but also communication and the 
potential impact on society. Elisabet 
Göransson is a senior research officer 
responsible for environmental and 
agricultural sciences at Formas. 
She agrees that communication has 
become more important.

Communication one of five 
criteria
– The applicant is obliged to address 
five criteria that all have an equal 
weight in the evaluation. One of them 
is communication with stakeholders 
or users, while another is the potential 
societal value of the research question. 
Thus, high scientific quality is not 
enough to attain funding, she says.

The evaluation committees grade 
all of the criteria in the application 
from 1-7, with the top grade being 
“outstanding”. A top grade in the 
communication criterion is of course 
not enough to receive funding, but 

Doing the research is not enough. The results must also be communicated. Photo Mats Hannerz.

it definitely improves an applicant’s 
chances.

Support for better 
communication plans
Clearly, the communication plan is 
an important part of the application. 
However, communication plans have 
greatly varied with respect to quality 
over the years, and often include 
gaps in the descriptions of target 
groups and/or how the researchers 
will collaborate with stakeholders 
and society. To strengthen the 
communication criterion, Formas 
now offers support on its webpage 
to help applicants strengthen 
the communication part of their 
proposals. Elisabet Göransson 
highlights some of the advice:

–Societal relevance is very 
important, and applicants will 
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therefore need to identify the 
target groups of the research and 
explain how they will communicate 
with these stakeholders. I highly 
recommend applicants to contact the 
potential stakeholders in advance 
rather than after the research has been 
completed.

Formas does not require that 
a specific share of the budget is 
allocated to communication, but 
Elisabet Göransson advises applicants 

to also describe other communication 
means and financing. 

– It is common that a research group 
don’t directly communicates a specific 
research result, but instead a “project 
portfolio” where the specific research 
item is part of a larger project, she 
says. But this needs to be described in 
the application.

Open access
Another important part of 
communication is to make the 
research easily accessible to potential 
stakeholders. Therefore, Formas 

requires that research results 
are available through Open 
Access within six months of 
publication. Open Access means 
that a publication can be freely 
read or downloaded from the 
Internet. 

Researchers who receive 
Formas grants can publish 
in either journals that offer 
Open Access, or that archive 
published articles in large, 
public databases. They can 

also publish the results in an open 
archive, for example, on the institute’s 
website. Formas can finance the 
cost of publishing in a journal using 
Open Access if this is specified in the 
application.

Follow up of communication
A requirement for all Formas-funded 
projects is a final report, which 
must include a popular summary 
in Swedish. However, much of the 
communication occurs after the final 
report, as the process of scientific 
publication can sometimes be long. 
Formas cannot control this long-
term communication, but Elisabet 
Göransson reveals that it is something 
the council wants to look over.

– We trust that the applicants 
will do as they promise in their 
applications. We will, however, 
review and develop the reporting 
to have better control of the 
communication and collaboration 
with stakeholders, she says.

Read more: www.formas.se

Formas communication, cont.

Questions to address in the application

Elisabet Göransson, Formas: “It is highly important 
that communication is an integrated part of the 
research application”. Photo: Elisabeth Olsson Wallin.

1. What is the aim of your 
communication? Why do 
you need to communicate the 
information, and what will the 
communication support?

2. What is the objective of 
your communication? What 
do you want to achieve? Note 
that this does not mean only a 
description of the objective, but 
also the means by which the 
actual communication will be 
performed.

3. Which target groups are 
the most important in terms of 
communication? Why? Consider 
which target groups will benefit 
most from learning about the 
results of the project. Describe 
the target group(s), as well as 
why you believe it is important 
for this/these particular target 
group(s) to be informed about the 
results of the project.

4. What do the respective target 
groups need to know? What will 
they gain from the knowledge? 
One way to delineate what type of 
communication a specific target 
group needs is to consider how 
you would like them to think, feel, 
or act after they have received the 
information.

5. What previous experiences 
do you have in working with 
the dissemination of research 
results? What has this experience 
taught you with regard to tangible 
activities and what are the most 
important reflections you have 
from this experience?

6. Are there any planned 
initiatives and/or means for 
communication at your institute 
that will benefit your project and 
that you would like to highlight? 
What are these? Describe how 
this support will benefit your 
communication work in the 
current research project.

Briefly modified from Formas' instructions:




