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The current moment



Innovation agencies have a vital part to play in developing strong innovation 

ecosystems. They are catalysts, supporting innovative businesses, 

entrepreneurs and researchers with varying combinations of funding, 

advisory services and networking activities. 

Increasingly, these agencies are also being called on to lead or coordinate 

ambitious missions that respond to major societal challenges. However, they 

often face a difficult balancing act between the need to plan and invest for 

the long term, and the reality that their missions, structures and approaches 

are prone to evolving significantly and sometimes quite suddenly in response 

to shifting political or societal priorities. 

Building strong innovation ecosystems 



IGL supports the development of productive, inclusive and sustainable 

economies through the application of new policy ideas, 

experimentation, data and evidence.

We partner with policymakers, researchers, practitioners and funders 

to address key policy challenges in the fields of science, innovation, 

entrepreneurship and business policies.

To advance our mission, IGL brings together a network of leading 

government bodies and foundations who share our vision - the IGL 

Partners. This includes innovation agencies from a number of OECD 

countries.

About the Innovation Growth Lab



Our foundational research

→ We have been a pioneer in the study of innovation agencies, with 

Nesta’s 2016 publication How Innovation Agencies Work setting out 

the first comprehensive framework to understand the different 

models and approaches that they take.

→ Follow up reports in 2019 proposed principles and questions to guide 

the strategic decision-making of innovation agencies, and studied 

their activities and responsibilities in depth.

→ In 2021-22, IGL mapped the characteristics of nearly 50 innovation 

agencies across Europe and Latin America, building a picture of the 

varied roles that these organisations play within their innovation 

systems, exploring how these might change in the future, and 

comparing similarities and differences between them.

https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/how-innovation-agencies-work/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/agents-change/
https://taftie.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/2_researchreportfindingsandconclusions-1.pdf
https://taftie.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/TAFTIE_Characterisation_FinalPublic.pdf
https://publications.iadb.org/en/innovation-agencies-latin-america-and-caribbean-characterization-relai-network
https://publications.iadb.org/en/comparison-characteristics-taftie-and-relai-innovation-agencies


The evolution of innovation agencies

2000s

Market / system driven

Focused on building innovation 
capabilities across the ecosystem, 
and addressing gaps in the market 
or system

2020s

Transformation / mission  driven

Focused on addressing big 
societal challenges, via disruptive 
or transformative innovation

1950s

Technology driven

DARPA created to spur 
breakthrough technologies to 
ensure national security - a nation 
state focused mission

1970s

Industry / sector driven

Focus on the development of 
competitive advantage and 
industrial or sectoral 
capabilities
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Current and emerging roles

The Strategist

The agency that plays a 

significant role in the formulation 

and development of innovation 

policies

The Implementer

The agency whose primary focus 

is to run research and innovation 

activities on behalf of their 

Ministry

The Lean Agency

The agency that maintains a 

growing budget and slim 

operating costs

The Entrepreneur

The agency generating its own 

income and sourcing funding 

from various places, including the 

Ministry

The Emergent Agency

The experimental agency carving 

a new space in the innovation 

ecosystem

The Internationalist

The agency focused on 

internationalisation and gaining 

the most from the world outside 

of its borders 



Factors affecting agency roles



Some key challenges  

Moving from 
sectors to 
systems

Polarisation 
and mistrust

Pace of 
technological 
(and social) 

change

Preparing for 
turbulent and 

uncertain 
futures
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Opportunities for evolution

Innovating 
with external 
support and 

internal 
processes

Developing 
more inclusive 

innovation 
practices

Investing in 
new skills and 

capabilities

Drawing on a 
range of 
strategic 
foresight 
methods

Moving from 
sectors to 
systems

Polarisation 
and mistrust

Pace of 
technological 
(and social) 

change

Preparing for 
turbulent and 

uncertain 
futures



Investing in new skills and capabilities



Innovating with external support and internal processes

Innovative agencies

A number of agencies are experimenting 

with different ways of staying innovative 

internally (e.g. RVO Netherlands has set 

up an internal innovation unit to drive this 

from the agency core, while Austria’s FFG 

has been experimenting and adapting a 

programme of internal innovation 

caching)



Developing more inclusive innovation practices



Drawing on a range of strategic foresight methods



Embedding strategic learning

Experimental approach

Start small, trial different designs 
systematically, learn what works to 

increase impact and scale it up

Traditional approach

Launch a large programme without prior 
small-scale testing, with one design and 

the hope that it will work

Innovation agencies face many challenges and opportunities in this 

era of grand challenges and transition.

They need to manage a dynamic balance of focusing on long-term 

goals and significant impact, while also adapting to changes in both 

the external context and their own internal organisational 

environments.

Embedding an experimental approach that facilitates strategic 

learning will be essential in the coming years to ensure continued 

relevance and demonstrable policy impact.



www.innovationgrowthlab.org

@IGLglobal

innovationgrowthlab@nesta.org.uk

http://www.innovationgrowthlab.org
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