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Vinnova opening workshop: Ethnographic report 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The TIPC in-country work aims to tailor the TIPC core programme methodologies to the needs and 
context of individual members and to implement them in specific application cases. These processes 
generate cross-learning benefits for the TIPC members, provide tools and pathways to address 
global societal challenges in situ; and help develop and test tools, methodologies, and theory in a 
continuous co-creating process tailored to country’s needs.   
 
Vinnova, one of the TIPC members, invited the core team to develop a proposal to test the TIPC 
formative evaluation (FE) methodology using transformative outcomes (TOs). The previous year, 
TIPC researchers from the core team (with input from partners in Sweden) had presented a proposal 
to add a transformative reflexive layer to the design and implementation of VINNOVA’s mission-
oriented innovation program. The project was accepted, and the learning journey began in 2020.  
 
From the TIPC perspective, co-research on the necessary qualities of processes and pathways 
towards just transitions, and on how experimentation improves these qualities, is a paramount goal.  
 
Therefore, Vinnova’s learning journey includes a research approach that is intended to answer the 
following research question:   
 

• How can we overcome transformational failure?  
 
The reflexive approach that underlies the formative evaluation with the TOs methodology is a way 
to answer this research question. Then, our intention is to foster interaction and deliberation among 
participants and produce new knowledge and trust, which, in turn, serve as the basis for our joint 
action. 
 
This document presents a series of ethnographic observations by the TIPC team of the first training 
and workshop held in Stockholm. 
Day 1: 38 Vinnova personnel were invited to the workshop's first day. The participants were 
analysts, program managers, heads of departments and directors from the strategic design team, 
the mission-oriented policy area, the innovation management unit, the challenge-driven innovation 
program, and the innovation and green transition program.  
 
The first part of the day was dedicated to an introduction to the conceptual basis of Transformative 
Innovation Policy (TIP), its relationship with mission-oriented policies, the basic principles of our 
approach to FE, the meaning and implications of experimental policy engagements, and the 
definition and relevance of TOs.  
 
The second part was devoted to applying the TOs and FE concepts to specific projects, programmes, 
and initiatives in Vinnova.  
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Day 2 and 3: Six Vinnova staff members attended the second and third day workshop: the head of 
the strategic design team, one analyst from the innovation management unit, two program 
managers from the mission-oriented policy area and two program managers from the strategic 
design team. The head of the innovation management department and the deputy director of 
Vinnova joined on the third day.  
 
The aims of these two days of workshops were to develop a broader understanding of the mission-
oriented program, identify an intervention within the program to apply the approach, and to build 
an initial theory of change (ToC) describing the short, medium and long-term changes the 
intervention was aiming to achieve, focusing on the regime dimensions where these changes were 
located. This work would then provide the basis for identifying the TOs the intervention was 
targeting. 
 
Learning journey insights 
 
Day 1 
 
The main reflections from the Vinnova participants in the training session focused on the way 
different programs and initiatives, such as Challenge Driven Innovation, Mission Oriented 
Innovation and Social Innovation, are fostering niches and opening up regimes.  
 
A main concern among participants was how to achieve system-level impact aimed at 
transformation, since current schemes tend to fund individual projects, and it is difficult to scale up 
niches within and across programs. This concern continued to build throughout the rest of the 
sessions, revealing the need to capture and develop strategies to address complexity and long-term 
transitions. The group realised that areas and programs do not normally work together, so to 
achieve a system-level impact, there should be greater coordination across programs.  
 
The TO approach contributes to defining new organisational arrangements and governance within 
Vinnova in order to overcome transformational failure. The conversation led to questions such as:  

 
• How are we supposed to nest the eggs (in terms of funding isolated projects), and what can 

we expect from these projects? (Vinnova can (should) help projects connect with each other, 
but bringing many actors together is difficult, which leads to a coordination question.)  

 
There were also reflections on the challenges of implementing an FE. It was agreed that, to pursue 
transformation, evaluation processes should be formative to achieve second-order learning; 
however, a design focused on FE challenges the way traditional calls and programs are structured. 
In formative evaluation, the evaluation design is participatory, and monitoring is dynamic, meaning 
the ToC of programs or projects can change during execution. Such an approach challenges the way 
public resources are managed. However, it was suggested that one possible way to address this 
difficulty is to set general milestones and to have greater flexibility during the project’s development 
to define specific goals and targets.  
 
There were considerations regarding the resources FE needs, in particular, the increased monitoring 
effort required. A possible response would be to include FE in the primary process and budget, and 
to organise evaluation design training sessions for the project's recipients, Vinnova officers and 
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other possible partners. This would produce a distributed FE implementation process, which, 
however, still needs a place within the organisation to keep it together.  
 
The day concluded with a reflection on the importance of applying the concepts in practical cases. 
Overall, the assessment was positive. One participant remarked, “It is important to see the level of 
confusion before you proceed to the next level.” Participants realised that the TIP approach can 
bring different tools and a wider scope to their programs, and also, by inviting officials from different 
areas, there was potential to learn from each other and seize opportunities to work across 
programs. 
 
Day 2 
 
During days two and three, the work focused on the mission’s area group, enabling the TIPC 
framework to be applied to its mission design and implementation. To some extent, this initial 
project can be considered a pilot for the rest of the organisation. 
 
After a short introduction to the expectations for the day and the collaboration with TIPC, the head 
of the strategic team gave an introductory presentation on Vinnova’s aim and the methodology the 
team has designed and is using to create and implement the missions. This gave the TIPC team a 
better understanding of the mission-oriented team’s work, its rationale and objectives. 
 
To build the ToC, the TIPC team expanded on the FE and TO concepts introduced the day before and 
presented a six-step methodology for building the ToC. The first step was to clarify the FE and ToC 
purposes. The Vinnova team defined their main objectives as follows:  
 

(1) Legitimation: through a co-learning process, to establish stronger science-based and 
theoretical foundations for the team’s work. 

(2) Learning: To gain an understanding of how transformative the methodologies, frameworks, 
and initiatives deployed are. Improved understanding could lead to changes in routines and 
learning processes. 

(3) Transformative focus: To monitor the transformative results of the intervention. 
(4) Articulation and communication: To build a stronger rationale for the mission-oriented 

policies, enabling better internal and external communication.  
(5)  Tools: To expand the tools available for reflection and self-evaluation processes. 

 
The second step, to describe the desired changes in the medium - to long-term perspective and the 
regime dimensions they were targeting, was carried out in two groups.  
 
The first group agreed upon working at the mission-oriented program level for both of the missions 
defined so far: (1) Ensure that every student in Sweden eats healthy, sustainable and tasty school 
food by 2025; and (2) Achieve sustainable mobility by considering the grid, the retail system, and 
the neighbourhood. The second group decided to focus on the mission of providing healthy, 
sustainable, and tasty school food. 
 
The overall mission-oriented program group perceived a ToC as a comprehensive evaluation tool: a 
global picture of the short-, middle-, and long-term desired changes it sets, allowing teams to have 
a set of reference points to understand whether they are on track.  
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At first, the second group, which chose to work on a ToC for the school food mission, had difficulties 
identifying the regime intended for change. There was a final agreement to define the regime as the 
schools’ food provision. There were difficulties identifying long-term changes for the regime, since 
it challenges the “mission” rationality: a clear objective with a specific purpose, results achieved in 
a relatively short time, and participatory mission design set once and for all. Then, it was difficult to 
identify regimes in terms of socio-technical systems and change the logic to long-term transitions. 
 
At the end of the day, both groups did not have enough time to go through the third step: The 
identification of (short-term) TOs.  
 
Taking stock of the second day's results, it became clear that an adjustment to the agenda for the 
third day was required. There was a need to work on the key concepts and explore their applicability 
in the selected contexts. 
 
Day 3 
 
The aim for the day was to revisit and reconsider the rationale and objective to build the specific 
ToC with Vinnova’s Mission Team.  
 
To frame the discussion, a TIP researcher presented examples of systemic change needed to drive 
transformation. Lessons were drawn from the mobility transition towards the fossil fuel car in the 
Netherlands. The presentation highlighted the variety of elements that needed to be in place before 
the use of the car triggered the transition towards a new socio-technical system. The example clearly 
illustrated the relevance of strong initial niches developing alternatives with transformative 
potential, as well as the variety of interlocking regimes that need to change to enact a socio-
technical transition.  
 
The presentation was useful in that it highlighted the relevance of the proposed concepts and 
approach. As a consequence, the Vinnova group expressed that, according to the TIP framework, 
the mission-oriented group has been focused on niche actors and that there was a need to engage 
regime actors. However, this should be done progressively: a sudden approach could prompt 
rejection from regime actors. To trigger a system change, many elements must change. There are 
differences in every regime and its dimensions. For the ToC, it is important to build the big picture. 
Locate what you do within the bigger system dynamics. 
 
This discussion helped clarify the relationship between the mission methodology and the TIP 
framework, leading to the development of the ToC for the school food mission. There was eagerness 
to make the missions more transformative and to think about the pathways to achieve systemic 
change. However, concerns remain about the alignment of different frameworks.  
 
Therefore, the construction of the ToC began with a bare-bones, simple depiction of the activities, 
objectives, and pathways linking them. With this approach, devoid of additional conceptual 
theorisations, it was easier to see the inputs, activities, outputs and expected intervention results. 
There was a reflection on the complexity of the intended outcomes and on how mission activities 
lead to them. There were more outcomes than activities, which brought up the question of how to 
link, in practice, the specific activities to the desired changes. This made the participants realise that 
most of the initiatives were still defined at some level of abstraction. 
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Once the initial, bare-bones ToC was defined, the group could start analysing it using the TIPC 
framework. The regime examined was the school food provision and, ultimately, the broader food 
system. To destabilise the regime, a necessary condition is to build strong niches. For this mission, 
an option is to choose different schools that can be characterised as strong niche candidates so that 
they can complement each other. The intervention could then aim to upscale or replicate these 
niches, or to circulate their experience. As the existing regime is very stable, a sense of urgency is 
needed to change the dominant practices; for that, it could be useful to identify demonstrators 
whose experience could be replicated elsewhere. The competences built into the demonstrators 
could be circulated to all schools, so a shared vision can be established.  Another niche strategy is 
to pick the ones that really want to mobilise systemic change (some niches do not want to be scaled 
up).   
 
The nature of this discussion illustrated how the TIPC concepts could be applied to refining the 
rationale for a policy with transformative goals. The workshop concluded with some initial steps 
towards defining specific strategies for niche nurturing in the ToC. The pathways linking activities to 
changes identified as transformative outcomes are part of the next stage. The Vinnova group agreed 
to continue building their ToC and to share it in a session with the TIPC team. Once the ToC is 
defined, the MEL strategies and associated indicators can be agreed upon. 

 
Concluding reflections 
 
Our participation in the 3-day workshop has provoked among us stimulating reflections. Here we 
present key points of these reflections devoted to enhancing interactions and fostering learning 
with the Vinnova team.  
 
On the framework 
 

• The TIP framework is robust and can be helpful, but it is quite complex. Time is needed to 
translate the concepts into practice, their use, and their potential value, and to do so 
through applied practical examples. Therefore, the FE and TOs methodology requires time 
allocation and dedication to facilitate participants' discussion and reflection on how the 
framework can be applied to actual programs.  
 

• The TIP approach can provide different angles to understand the missions in terms of 
transitions to transformation. The framework helps show the transformative potential of 
current activities, and analyse whether we are “on the right track” to achieve systemic 
change objectives, which may only occur in the long term and through the combination of 
many other activities and factors. 
 

• Moreover, the framework can help to identify, nurture and empower niches. There are 
niches that do not want to be scaled up and are comfortable operating at their current, 
small scale. Whereas it is good to have a diversity of initiatives and niches, for the purposes 
of scaling up, it is necessary to identify those niches willing to mobilise. 
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On the methodology 
 
• The framework, applied through a ToC where TOs are highlighted, has been useful to 

provide a way to understand how short-term changes can help deliver long-term socio-
technical transformation. 
 

• However, there were difficulties identifying the nature of the required long-term regime 
changes. It was difficult to understand the “get out of the mission” rationale as a bounded 
programme with a discrete set of objectives directly related to the programme's specific 
activities. Since archetypal mission policy designs aim to be clear, have measurable 
objectives, and be achievable within the time frame of the intervention, the move to a policy 
rationale that emphasises complex transitions in socio-technical systems can prove 
challenging. It can be difficult to change the logic to a systemic transition perspective. 
 

• By the end of the third day, and after a theoretical explanation and practical exercise using 
TOs, there was an appropriation of concepts and a common language that enhanced the 
school food mission design, and provided new perspectives on the implications of its 
activities, and on the longer-term systemic objectives that are being pursued. 

 
On the process  

• Co-creation was fundamental to move towards a complexity and wide understanding of 
missions, and the translation of this understanding into detailed ToCs identifying specific 
activities and their intended results. 
 

• Curiosity was an important drive for the practical sessions. Eagerness to know new tools, 
methodologies, and rationalities opened a creative space for policy design and assessment. 

 
• Mutual differences and disagreements have proved to be sources of learning: during the 

workshop, participants explored their different perspectives and confronted each others' 
positions, resulting in new social learning. This was particularly powerful for the workshop, 
since it opened up opportunities to challenge assumptions, confront knowledge and 
methodologies and to co-create mutual understanding from the Vinnova and TIPC teams.  


