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Introduction 

 

The main objective of the Latin American and Caribbean HUB for Transformative Innovation 

- HUBLAyCTIP is to develop different activities to consolidate the transformative innovation 

policy approach in the regional context. This involves working on the development of 

experiments, demonstration cases, projects and pedagogical programs, among other actions 

that generate knowledge on transformative innovation and impact public policy on science, 

technology and innovation in the regional context.  

 

This document was created on this basis to aid the identification of experiments in 

transformative innovation policy. 

 

Transformative Innovation Policy and Experimentation  

 

Transformative innovation represents a new approach to innovation that has important 

implications for how we understand the role of science and technology and its relationship to 

society. What sets transformative innovation apart from previous approaches is the emphasis 

it places on the need for profound changes in the rules and norms that make up socio-

technical systems. Socio-technical systems, such as the energy system, water, sanitation, 

transportation and agriculture, provide key services on which we depend as a society. They 

tend to be complex systems and subsystems that are composed of diverse technologies, but 

are also based on norms, rules, practices and cultures that in many cases determine levels 

and forms of inclusion (or exclusion) and care (or harm) to the environment. 
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The problem is that these systems were designed and organized based on intensive use and 

unsustainable exploitation of natural resources. The result is irreparable damage to the land (mainly 

due to carbon gas emissions and the loss of bio-diversity) and to the people, who suffer deterioration 

of their environment. Moreover, in many cases, they were built without taking into account the needs 

of broad sectors of the population that have limited income capacities and been disempowered due 

to other characteristics.  

 

Transformative innovation implies fostering innovations that create spaces for redirecting systems 

towards the desired social values and attributes in processes of change so that they are sustainable 

and provide better well-being for people. Re-directing socio-technical systems involves bringing about 

changes in the characteristics of socio-technical regimes such as redefining user/producer 

relationships and rethinking the competencies needed for production, logistics and consumption. It 

also implies changes in the cultures and expectations of users and in the technologies that shape socio-

technical systems.  

 

In practical terms, transformative innovation has at least two important characteristics. The first is 

that it is a bottom-up process, i.e., it is necessary to involve and support cutting-edge actors who are 

experimenting and innovating with different systemic alternatives. It also implies listening to and 

giving value to different voices, and especially being sensitive to those who could be negatively 

affected (for example by changes in employment rates in some areas). This implies that there must be 

participatory and inclusive processes. 

 

The second implication is that, due to uncertainty and the variety of possible alternatives, it is 

necessary to experiment with different routes to sustainability in order to bring about systemic 

changes. The concept of experimentation has a long history in public policy, but in the context of 

transformative innovation it has a special meaning, as it implies participatory processes to plan 

alternative and sustainable visions. Experiments in transformative innovation do not aim to confirm 

an alternative already defined in advance, but rather to test different alternatives, produce prototypes 

and demonstrations that can inform new paths and above all generate deep (or second-order) 

learning through formative evaluation. 
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Experimentation from a transformative approach 

 

According to van de Bosh and Rotmans (2008), a transformative experiment, as a starting point, 

addresses a social challenge with the aim of contributing to a transition. The aim of the experiment is 

above all to foster a learning process about new practices or alternative processes to the existing 

socio-technical regime.  

 

Experimentation is the central axis of the methodology of transformative innovation, as the social 

challenges addressed are complex and persistent problems of a systemic nature and there is 

uncertainty about the possible solutions. Therefore, these challenges are addressed by taking 

anticipatory actions, supported by public policy – we call these experiments.  

 

The following list mentions several characteristics that can help to define experiments: 

 

• Experiments should be designed to address persistent and complex social challenges that are 

systemic in nature (e.g. social health problems such as diabetes or urban pollution from 

excessive car use).    

• Experiments should be considered small-scale and small in scale, so that the intervention and 

learning process is manageable. 

• Experiments should be considered as strategic activities to build niches or to foster their 

creation.  

• Experiments should include cutting-edge actors – those who are already experimenting with 

different visions and practices, with the objective of empowering these actors with visions, 

concepts, and to seed ideas that are capable of producing replicable results. It should also 

include actors whose voices are not traditionally heard or are marginalized. 

• Experimentation must generate second-level learning, and therefore it is important to 

generate reflective processes. 
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Social challenges, innovation and learning 

 

From the above we can deduct three central elements of experimentation: the importance of social 

challenge, innovation and learning. Within the Strategic Niche Management literature and others, 

experimentation tends to start with a socio-technical analysis, where the starting point is the 

technology (e.g. electric vehicles, photovoltaic or zero-energy systems for housing). Another way of 

tackling the problem is to start with a societal challenge and a vision, e.g. how to address the need for 

energy, mobility or health in a sustainable way? This implies considering not only technological 

innovations, but also financial, cultural and institutional systems (see box):       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The transformative experiment also offers a conceptualization of innovation that is different from the 

common one, as it is characterized by a systemic innovation that helps foster transformations in 

(sub)systems to respond to needs in fundamentally different ways. These needs exist on a large scale 

(e.g., energy, water, mobility), but experiments are done on a small scale (a neighbourhood, an 

organization, a community) and can contribute to a transition with radically new ways of doing things.        

 

The third key concept associated with experimentation is that of learning. Learning is defined as an 

interactive process of gaining new knowledge, competencies and new norms and values. In the 

transformative experiment, learning occurs when actors develop new ways of thinking (cultures), 

doing (practices) and organizing (structures). Learning can be broad (many dimensions of a problem), 

deep (questioning basic assumptions) and can be individual or organizational. We call this learning, 

which questions fundamental elements of existing systems, second-order learning.   

  

Example: Creating visions with experiments 

The Dutch system of care provision for the elderly is in crisis with higher costs and fewer people 

working in the care sector. The social challenge we pose is "how can our elderly live 

independently with better quality of life and acceptable costs?"  Van den Bosch and Rotmans 

(2008) 
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In the figure below we show an hourglass process. We start with a broad societal challenge, choose a 

narrow experiment and, during the evaluation process, encourage broad and deep learning.   

 

 

Criteria for selecting transformative experiments 

 

Transformative experiments can be considered at the project level or at the level of portfolios of 

projects that are linked by transformative principles. Doing experiments at the portfolio level (multiple 

projects) involves doing experiments in different contexts looking for commonalities. The priority is to 

achieve learnings that may exist between individual projects. Project-level experiments are different, 

as the priority is to strengthen approaches and alternatives to those offered by the dominant socio-

technical systems. In general, transformative experiments are strongly associated with training or 

support to transformative niches. 

 

A transformative niche is a "protected space" where there is a constellation of cultures, practices and 

structures that deviate from those of the prevailing regime and where behaviours are different. Niches 

allow experimentation with forms and alternatives to those of the prevailing regime.  Experiments can 

also help the formation of niches. Therefore, the specific activity of experiments may depend on 

several factors. Where strong niches (or alternatives) do not exist, the experiment can help develop 

visions and narratives of systemic change in different participatory spaces, for example transformative 

foresight exercises (transition arenas). When consolidated niches already exist, experiments can be 

oriented towards the replication of niches in different contexts or the circulation of information on 

Broad, social, systemic 

challenge 

Small-scale, bounded 

experiment 

Deep and broad learning to 

strengthen or create niches and 

for regime actors.   
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the solutions that the niches represent. There is another group of experiments, which are those that 

seek to make actors in the system more reflective of the need to transform systems and the 

coordination between different systems through public policies of ministries or regional 

administrations). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Experiments can be projects led by civil society or small producers, as well as high-tech projects. But 

the fundamental characteristic is that they must seek alternative solutions to systemic problems or 

challenges. These challenges are generally surrounded by well-established practices. Therefore, there 

are no ready-made or easy solutions, and the experiments must be guided, not by immediate 

solutions, but by the nature of the challenge to be solved and the emphasis on participatory processes 

 

 

 

Example: Seeking to change rules and practices with experiments 

Congestion reduction was an experiment that sought to find out whether car drivers can be 

persuaded (positive stimuli) through incentives (rather than punishments) to change their driving 

behaviour and use their cars less during periods of peak congestion. The experiment aimed to 

understand the stimuli (policy or structural changes) that can help change practices. The 

experiment started with 340 drivers who regularly used their cars, who were rewarded if they 

avoided car use at peak times. Van den Bosch and Rotmans (2008) 


