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ZonMw (the Netherlands Organisation for Health Research and Development) is an independent 
knowledge programmer with a statutory remit to develop publicly available, usable knowledge 
products. By means of programmes and projects planned with this in mind, ZonMw fosters health 
research and care innovation and the use of knowledge and expertise that have been developed in 
policy, practice, teaching and/or further research. This takes place across the entire spectrum of the 
ZonMw ‘knowledge chain’: fundamental research → strategic research → applied research → 
development projects → implementation projects, which can be summarised as ‘research, 
development and implementation’. ZonMw project leaders have for years been expected to state what 
category of knowledge development their projects fall into: we describe what is meant by this in 
context below. 
 
Example 
 
The colon cancer screening programme is a good illustration of how we are able to connect up 
projects at various stages of the knowledge chain, transcending the boundaries of disciplines and 
fields of research and innovation, over a period of years (10-12 in this case), in order to achieve 
societal impact (top-down or otherwise).  
 

 
 
Definitions 
 
Fundamental research  
Research – investigator-initiated1 or otherwise – designed to expand knowledge of basic mechanisms 
and principles of health and care problems. This is generally longer-term research with broad 
applicability, e.g. research into the causes and genesis of diseases and disorders. 
 
Strategic research  
Research geared to practical application. This can also involve more generally formulated practical 
problems derived from everyday clinical or social practice. This is generally medium-term research. 
One important type of strategic research is translational research, i.e. research on the borderline 

 
1Five to ten percent of all research at ZonMw (both fundamental and – to a lesser extent – applied) is investigator-
initiated or curiosity-driven.  



between fundamental and clinical research. Research questions can derive from both clinical practice 
and laboratory work.  
 
Applied research:  
Research focused on a question arising from a specific, tangible problem, with the aim of applying the 
resulting knowledge products in the particular practice. These questions can in fact be more or less 
‘practical’, e.g. relating to conceptual or evaluatory understanding that could be useful to policy-makers 
or health insurers. Applied research generally takes place in the shorter term.  
 
Development projects  
Development projects aim to provide practical action perspectives. They focus primarily on (i) 
developing improvements in the particular practice (e.g. prevention programmes, interventions, types 
of treatment, instruments, protocols, types of collaboration) and (ii) disseminating and implementing 
innovations or changes that are of proven value in everyday practice (e.g. introducing a prevention 
programme, a new type of treatment, or a device for use in home care).  
 
Implementation projects 
Implementation projects focus on facilitating the use of knowledge products with a view to the 
legitimate and effective solution of social problems and issues. In this context, many implementation 
projects aim to organise support, collaboration, behavioural change. Implementation research projects 
are designed to demonstrate the effectiveness of implementation projects or to contribute to 
knowledge of effective implementation in some other way. 
 
Closing remarks 
 

- In practice, ZonMw projects do not always fit neatly into one of these types. A project may 
have multiple aims, for instance, or fall into a specific grant category by virtue of its goal or 
type. Many researchers and project leaders in the ZonMw knowledge chain are societally 
driven, and ultimately it is important for their knowledge products to contribute to improving 
public health and healthcare. This means e.g. that results of fundamental research need to 
have more impact on translational and clinical research, and that more attention needs to be 
paid to translating them into initial applications by fostering collaboration, co-financing, usable 
knowledge products and dissemination and implementation work.  
 

- The linear image of the knowledge chain helps to clarify particular cases. It should be pointed 
out here that research and innovation is intended by ZonMw (also in the case of the Dutch 
Science Agenda and LSH) to be a circular process that strengthens the interconnections in 
the knowledge chain. It is increasingly a mix of types of knowledge development that come 
about in interaction with the particular care, policy-making, teaching and/or research practice. 
This is expressed e.g. in the increasing use of hybrid designs, such as combinations of 
development, impact and implementation research in implementation projects.  
 

- These developments are in line with the mission of ZonMw’s president, Jeroen Geurts: to 
strive for the ‘socialisation of science’ and the ‘academisation of practice’ for the sake of 
innovation. This iterative relationship between research, development, implementation and 
innovation can be illustrated by the following: 



 
Innovation cycle (in Dutch). 
Two outer wheels: exploration, exploitation. Inner wheels (clockwise, starting on top): inventing, 
developing, testing, applying in practice, disseminating, implementing, scaling up, differentiating. 
 


