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1. Policy Design for fostering transformative innovation  
 

On the 8th of March 2022, the TIPC and Vinnova teams delivered a workshop to explore the 
transformative innovation policy (TIP) approach and its value to the design of the strategic innovation 
programs (SIP) 2.0. The workshop responded to the aim of expanding critical learnings with other areas 
within Vinnova and strategic partners for the SIP 2.0, such as the Swedish Energy Agency, Technopolis, 
the Government Offices, the Swedish Research Council for Sustainable Development (Formas), and the 
Swedish Agency for Growth Policy Analysis.  

The workshop followed the structure presented in the table: 
 
Agenda 
 Time Activities 

1 10:00 – 10:15 Workshop opening and welcome 

2 10:15 – 11:00 Introduction to the Transformative Innovation Policy and the TIPC framework 

3 11:00-11:20 
Next generation strategic innovation programs in the Swedish context: 
Directionality and mobilisation for a sustainable society 

4 11:20 – 12:15 
Fostering transformative innovation through policy design. A quest based on 
experimentation 

5 12:15 – 13:00 Lunch 

6 13:00 – 13:50 
Key reflections on the value of TIP for designing next generation strategic 
innovation programs 

7 13:50 – 14:00 Concluding remarks 
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2. Introduction to the Transformative Innovation Policy and the TIPC framework 
Transformation in TIP means addressing societal challenges through socio-technical system change, not 
as a ticking-the-box exercise (e.g., most often when treating SDGs), but using directionalities to 
transform socio-technical systems. Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) policy is the only 
government policy dealing with disruption, long-term, and uncertainty because that is what innovation 
entails. However, STI as we know it is not sufficient to foster transformation. The picture below shows 
the different ways of working of R&D and Regulation (Frame 1), National Systems of Innovation and 
entrepreneurship (Frame 2), and Transformative Change (Frame 3). 
 

 
 
The TIP 5 years co-programme is based on co-producing research and knowledge, training, running 
policy experiments and promoting evaluation and deep learning. Fundamentally, TIP is a research 
project, so STI Agencies work together with TIP as partners, beyond usual delegation in consultancy. 
Together, they can enable transformative change by: 
 

• Learning through experimental policy engagements; 
• Focusing on socio-technical systems; 
• Guiding policy design and implementation through the Transformative Outcomes; 
• Using a formative evaluation approach that allows learning along the way. 

 
To make sense of transitions in socio-technical systems, the TIP uses the Multi-Level Perspective theory 
(MLP), which explains transitions as a product of the interactions among three analytical levels: “niches”, 
or the spaces in which radical innovation happens (e.g., solar, vegetarian culture); “regimes”, or the 
dominant rule-sets (e.g., industry, policy, market, science, culture); and “landscape”, or broader macro-
trends (e.g., pandemics, climate change). In addition to the MLP, the TIP uses Transformative Outcomes 
(TOs), to assess the transformative impact of experimental policy engagements. Transformative change 
is about changing people’s collective routines and social norms embedded in socio-technical systems. 
The transformative outcomes underpin socio-technical change through multi-level interaction in (1) 
building and nurturing niches; (2) expanding and mainstreaming niches; and (3) unlocking and opening 
up regimes. 
 
Finally, to effectively achieve transformative pathways, the TIP approach uses a Formative Evaluation 
(FE) approach to guide the policy definition, implementation and evaluation phases. The FE supports 
strategy development and organisational capability building for a transformative change instead of 
acting as an accountability tool. 
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It generally occurs in “real-time” and in collaboration with programme participants and seeks to analyse 
failure and trigger first and second-order learning. Thus, the FE requires new internal evaluation 
capacities and a new open and reflexive mindset from programme participants. Moreover, it should be 
consistent with policy principles. 
 
To guide the policy design and implementation phases, the FE uses Transformative Theories of Change 
(TToC) that enable reflexivity – i.e., are flexible. A TToC specifies the expected relationship between 
structure (inputs), outcomes (short term changes) and impacts (long term changes), the process that 
links them, and the assumptions that influence our assessment. In TIP, the ToC is connected to specific 
Transformative Outcomes that the intervention focuses on, therefore the transformative label. 
 
 

• 
 
After the first two presentations by the TIPC team, the group discussed whether there is a temporal link 
among TOs. According to Johan, there is no iron rule. There might be different pathways, for example, 
if niches are formed after regimes open up or if niches are strategically created and/or strengthened 
before the opening up of regimes, a scenario that typically triggers competition between the niches and 
regimes. Lastly, it is also possible that regimes create niches themselves when landscape pressures force 
them to rethink their practices. 
 
Discussion followed on the TToC. One challenge concerns the way a TToC can be operationally 
actionable. The TToC should guide the design of experiments with the evaluation process present along 
the whole process. The group reflected on how to move from a TToC to actionable experimentation, 
then moving back to second-order learning, and then again to experimentation. 
 
Jordi pointed out that the TIPC Team did not come as outsiders with a TToC. The TToC accompanies the 
whole policy process. The team works so that policy definition, implementation and evaluation are 
conflated. Evaluation starts at the beginning, simultaneously with the other two. You can call it an 
element of strategic design or strategic monitoring. It can have different labels.  
 
Johan shared the experience of the Deep Transition Panel, where he and the team worked with desirable 
futures, identifying three of them, then asked which niches could be relevant for each of the three, then 
used the TToC to work out an appropriate intervention.  
 

3. Next generation strategic innovation programs in the Swedish context: 
Directionality and mobilisation for a sustainable society  

Next came Vinnova’s presentation on the new generation of Strategic Innovation Programmes, the so-
called SIP 2.0, as a Government assignment. The requirements of the programme include:  
 

a) Have a broad societal relevance; 
b) Stimulate new value chains; 
c) Foster international connections; 
d) Lead to improved competitive advantage; 
e) Be transformative; 
f) Be in line with Agenda 2030; 
g) Engage new and immature actors. 
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Mobilising phase 1  
The aim is to identify a number of grand challenges. These should be based on the EU missions, Agenda 
2030 and other relevant national goals. Vinnova will reach out to stakeholders and start dialogues on 
such challenges to ensure everyone is on the right track. In parallel, there will be a system-mapping 
phase to foster a shared understanding of the challenges.  
 
Mobilising phase 2  
Communication and dialogue with different stakeholders will precede the elaboration of a call where 
Vinnova acts as a facilitator, but the output is a joint product. Stakeholders and Vinnova then engage in 
a co-creation process where there is a constant assessment of possible missing actors who can further 
collaborate. Then, specific actors’ constellations submit a complete application to form a SIP 
programme. 
 
In this context, directionality is defined as “a common direction for the program” and is understood as 
key for the programme's success. However, knowing what direction should be taken remains 
challenging, and it is believed that such knowledge must be the product of a co-creation process 
involving a variety of stakeholders. 
 
In the context of the SIP 2.0, several challenges were acknowledged: 
 
 How to best balance a top-down and a bottom-up approach. 
 How to find the best conditions for actors to contribute to transformation through governance 

from authorities. 
 What mechanisms the agencies should consider to make it easier for actors. 
 How to achieve transformation that challenges existing regimes when working in systems 

dominated by incumbent actors. 
 

After these rounds of presentations and a following break, the group moved on to the workshop phase.  
 

4. Fostering transformative innovation through policy design. A quest based on 
experimentation  

In the first part of the workshop, participants were asked to read a short Learning History. A Learning 
History (LH) is a standard tool used in management to support sharing and expand learning beyond a 
specific project. By summarising an experience or project, underlying related challenges and takeaways, 
the LH acts as a vehicle to ignite reflection from the participant's own experience and interests. The LH 
used in this workshop was about the value of TIP for policy design coming from the perspective of four 
Vinnova members involved in different roles and degrees in the experimental policy engagement (EPE) 
with the Vinnova’s Food Area. 
  
In the LH, three significant Challenges to put the TIP principles into practice were outlined: 
 

1) Challenge One: Aim at broad systems transformation using situated, specific, small-scale 
experimentation as a base. Mainstreaming learning coming from specific policy testing is not a 
straightforward process.  

2) Challenge Two: Mainstreaming lessons and tools require simplification for others to adapt and 
adopt to their needs; however, co-learning, co-design, and formative evaluation require more 
profound understanding and involvement from the policymaking teams. 
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3) Challenge Three: Destabilising dominant practices and routines in policy also mean destabilising 
one’s organisation 
 

Three groups of four participants were created and asked to reflect on how these challenges would 
relate to their practice. As TIPC members facilitated reflection and discussion in groups, participants 
placed their thoughts (on post-its), clustering them around the different sections of the canvas (below).  
 

 
 

Workshop Round 1 – Group Work 
 
Group 1 
Obstacles identified by group 1 included aspects relating to learning and reflexivity and how to 
communicate the complexity of sustainability challenges without oversimplifying them. To overcome 
the latter, possible solutions include maintaining a humble and agile approach, being open to listening, 
learning, interaction with actors, and promoting constant update processes. Being as inclusive as 
possible was also pointed out in terms of involving traditional actors in dialogues. However, studies of 
sustainability transitions show that seeking actors’ consensus instead of embracing controversy might 
lead to system optimisation rather than system change. 
 
Further aspects discussed concerned the issue of governmental agencies destabilising regimes while 
being themselves part of the regime. One of the TOs is about unlearning among regime actors. For this, 
challenging agents’ assumptions (second-order learning) is part of the solution. In some cases, extending 
the government mandate of agencies such as Vinnova might be necessary to enable regime 
destabilisation. Alternatively, the agency can outsource de-stabilising activities to a third party. 
Complementary action to work with regime actors is also possible, for example, with Brabant’s regional 
government in the Netherlands, which recently appointed two figures with a budget to advance on 
regime destabilisation.  
 
Other challenges identified included the choice between top-down and bottom-up approaches, for 
example, the SIP 2.0. The programme is run by three governmental agencies, leaving doubts about the 
inclusivity of non-governmental actors. However, this might involve political contrast among 
participants, particularly when including civil society and business actors. Part of this challenge is solved 
by treating the niche as a “trojan horse”, framing it as an innocuous space for experimentation only to 
depoliticise its operations. Then,  the group raised further questions regarding the timeliness of 
upscaling niches, as that involves re politicising them, and making them potentially threatening for 
regime competitors. 
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Group 2 
Group 2 started with a brainstorming session around challenges, focusing on departmental silos in 
governmental agencies. The silos organisation generates a fixed mindset among public officers. Such a 
fixed mindset does not allow for taking radically new and cross-sectoral approaches to tackle 
sustainability challenges, let alone induce second-order learning. In other words, agencies lack a 
systemic (socio-technical) perspective of sustainability issues and adequate metrics and tools that can 
be used to make sense of it.  
 
A possible solution to this was identified in providing new curricula training both inside and outside 
agencies, fostering new professions and competencies, and even integrating new educational models 
and programmes in future SIPs. In the long run, this should enable a more reliable analysis of systems 
dynamics (e.g., one that embraces a power law distribution of outcomes) and identification of missing 
gaps in current policy.  
 
Significantly, such analysis should identify appropriate incentives to desired practices and behaviours 
and ensure current undesired or dysfunctional patterns and behaviours are not, or cease to be, 
incentivised. Further aspects discussed included: (1) the need to improve data-sharing for co-learning 
and co-creation; (2) ensure funding of sustaining operational models; (3) foster continuous learning and 
flexibility along the policy cycle; (4) balance cooperation, competition and coordination; and (5) use the 
SIP 2.0 as an experimental integration platform with the use of a flexible TToC to guide experiments. 
 
Group 3 
The group reflected in their own evaluation practices compared to the TIP formative evaluation 
approach. The TOs served as an inspiration to think on design approaches aiming at creating specific 
instruments to destabilise unsustainable practices on the one hand and supporting and shielding niches 
on the other hand. In that sense, a shift in the designers' practices is required to overcome their mental 
limitations and have an active role in enabling transformative outcomes. A process to see themselves as 
active actors in the transformation process. Also, creating new narratives on desirable outcomes, shared 
with different agencias and stakeholders, balancing the design and funding processes is a good way to 
move forward.  
 
Another strand of the discussion focused on the centrality of transforming market practices through 
new procurement rules. A joint approach from different government agencies seeking systemic change 
is required to avoid compartmentalised fixing, leading to optimisation instead of long-term systems 
transformation. However, participants reflected on the implications of having different roles in terms of 
competencies and capabilities. How to handle various roles as an agency? How to build capabilities to 
have more change actors? How to engage with different perspectives and reach out to actors that are 
not part of our network? Are calls enough to achieve this purpose?  
 
A different approach is not always welcome since strong vested interests often capture policies and field 
practices. However, to stretch program designers' and evaluators' roles both at the national and regional 
levels to be part of the transformation process and shielding their new practices within their agencies 
and regional governments can show positive results. A suggestion emerged on promoting more open 
conversation arenas both at the competencies and capabilities construction level and at the policies 
design and implementation levels.  
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Workshop Round 2 – A Common Canvas and Plenary Discussion 
 

 
 
The discussion started with a reflection on the limits constraining the capability of Vinnova to act as a 
facilitator for system change. The limitations do not come from the agency’s mandate but rather from 
its members' fixed mindsets and routinised practices. It is essential to build capabilities over time to 
ensure a new and better organisation for the Agency, which facilitates its operation towards the 
transition. However, current time constraints and the impossibility of outsourcing impose swift action 
in a mostly unknown direction. In this scenario, a further point of reflection is the role of Vinnova within 
the current socio-technical regime and how this might affect its capability to enable system change.  
 
The issue of learning was also discussed and widely accepted to be fundamentally long term and time-
consuming. In this sense, the work of the TIPC team has been directed towards facilitating reflexivity 
and second-order learning, for instance, through a TToC, extensive participatory work for the design 
phase of the intervention, and a Formative Evaluation (FE) approach pursued throughout the 
engagement. Although there is labour-intensiveness of the learning process, it needs to be fully 
considered. Vinnova’s agents need to make time to engage in a reflexive process, challenge their 
assumptions, fully understand the dynamics of their interventions to enable system change, and 
monitor progress towards desired goals. After all, research and public agencies are also actors of 
incumbent regimes and need to understand their role in sustainability transitions and challenge 
standardised practices, routines, beliefs and assumptions about problems and solutions. 
 
A further aspect discussed regarded the demand side and the need for Vinnova to understand concrete 
society demands and then team up with them. This aspect links with the urgency to find new solutions 
for current environmental challenges – i.e., to open up radical experiments in niches. However, there 
was a widely shared perplexity about how to upscale these experiments. Johan underlined that there 
are different ways to do so, but in general, the whole niche approach is about letting niches mature until 
they can challenge the regime. In the process, it is essential to avoid political conflict that might 
advantage regime actors, thus hindering the development of niches. It is partly about niche actors telling 
regime actors, “we are not challenging you; we are just experimenting”. Small-scale experiments are 
more acceptable as they void the political conflict around new practices. In the case of the School Food 
Mission, aiming at change for all schools in the country at the same time would be likely to trigger 
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political conflict. A preferable solution would be to start with a restricted number of schools, then 
gradually scale up to include more.  
 
Another issue concerns the sector in which niche actors operate. While certain regime actors might view 
NGOs or Research Agencies as more politically challenging, start-ups could be more acceptable. 
Similarly, the use of Missions can be seen as more closely related to regime actors. Still, Johan warned 
against the risk of ‘diluting’ their goals – i.e., not directly challenging these actors, to ensure their 
participation. The latter choice would lead to system optimisation in the best-case scenario rather than 
system change. Doubts remain around the ways to reach out to niche actors. In this regard, designing 
specific calls could be a solution, reiterating that procurement rules should be adequate, and policies 
for change in market formation are crucial. But radically changing procurement rules or the structure of 
calls could be seen as politically challenging for some actors. Appropriately selecting actors to be 
included and watching out for those excluded is equally fundamental to avoid path-dependencies and 
lock-ins of regime practices. 
 
Other interventions from different participants offered reflections on various challenges currently faced 
by Vinnova in facilitating system change, such as (1) a general lack of systemic perspective; (2) current 
rules in public procurement believed to be hindering public and private sectors’ collaboration; (3) issues 
of upscaling procurement with small providers; (4) ways to balance top-down and bottom-up 
approaches; and (5) the effects of the current incentive structure on enabling undesired practices in the 
system. These and other challenges are worth attention in Vinnova’s future work. 
 

5. Concluding remarks 
For at least a decade, transformative innovation policy has been present in Vinnova’s practice. 
However, it remains challenging mainly in the internal policy design practices and routines and the 
collaborative work with other government agencies and government instances.  
 
Vinnova is actively promoting a systemic approach to innovation policies and will endure in stretching 
its mandate to break the linear and silos approach to societal challenges. An eclectic approach to 
experimentation will remain in Vinnova’s culture, and the inclusion of a TIP approach will be included 
in the SIP 2.0 design process. The exploration quest continues mostly by building strategies along the 
pathways, learning by doing.  
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