
Alex Glennie
Head of Policy Engagement and Learning, Innovation Growth Lab

23 October, 2024

The future roles of innovation agencies 
in the age of grand transformation 



The current moment



The evolution of innovation agencies

2000s

Markets / systems 

Focused on building 
innovation capabilities 
across the ecosystem, and 
addressing gaps in the 
market or system 2020s

Societal transformation 

Focused on addressing societal 
challenges, via disruptive or 
transformative innovation

1950s

Technologies / missions 

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

1970s

Industries / sectors

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



The transformation of innovation policy

This report highlights “the significant and daunting 
uncertainties and unique challenges of our time: climate 
change, war, changing demographics, increasing 
inequality, pandemics, the erosion of democracy and 
basic rights, increasing global strategic competition and a 
constellation of emerging technologies and their interplay 
with ethics/security/competitiveness, changes in the 
labour market, fake news and science denial, to name just 
a few…

“Science, technology and innovation are the critical 
currency in addressing these challenges.” 



What this requires of innovation agencies

Collaborating 
across the 
ecosystem

Finding the 
right niche

Navigating 
tradeoffs

Taking an 
experimental 

approach

Balancing 
agility and 

stability

Innovating 
with methods



Finding the right niche

Determining the 
most important 
function(s) that 
the agency can 
perform



Balancing agility with stability

Long term programmes with 
the ability to pivot and evolve

Freedom to experiment with 
minimal oversight



Collaborating across the ecosystem



Taking an experimental approach

Who should be involved, and how can we break down 
silos so different actors can work together?

What incentives should relevant stakeholders have? 

1. 
Defining 
missions

2. Convening 
communities

3. 
Choosing 

instruments

4. 
Optimising 
processes

Who should define missions, and how?

Can the process involve the general public, use the right 
level of expertise, and avoid capture by vested interest? 

STAGE KEY QUESTIONS

What policy instruments should be used? (eg direct 
funding, prizes, competitions, tax credits, regulatory 
changes, procurement, etc.)

Which instrument is needed for each goal?

How can each project within a mission best achieve its 
goal?

What tweaks could be applied to improve the project? 

EXPERIMENTATION POTENTIAL
Testing different ways to reach out to the 
general public (eg behavioural ‘nudges’)

Experimenting with different approaches 
to citizens-experts interaction (eg 
collective intelligence experiments)

Testing different ways to bring together 
actors to collaborate (eg experiments with 

incentives, structures, funding)

Experiment with cross-entity/cross-sector 
communication channels

Experiment with how funding decisions 
are made (eg what selection mechanisms 

reward novel or disruptive proposals?)

EXPERIMENTING WITH MISSION-ORIENTED INNOVATION: A SIMPLE, FOUR-STAGES SCHEMA

Testing the mechanisms behind policy 
instruments. 

Using an ‘experimental mindset’ to learn 
from less tangible policy outcomes. 



Navigating tradeoffs

Ensuring that innovation 
helps rather than harms - 
driving inclusive innovation



Innovating with methods

Bringing new capabilities 
into the organisation



Innovating with methods

Harnessing and making 
better use of the data that 
agencies capture and hold



Innovating with methods

‘Learning from the 
future’, as well as the 
past



Dig deeper



IGL is a global policy lab that aims to increase the impact of 
innovation and productivity policies through novel ideas, 
experimentation, data and evidence. 

To do this, we bring together policymakers, researchers, 
practitioners and funders to address key policy challenges in 
the fields of science, innovation, entrepreneurship and 
business in order to contribute to more productive, inclusive 
and sustainable economies.

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



www.innovationgrowthlab.org

@IGLglobal

innovationgrowthlab@nesta.org.uk

http://www.innovationgrowthlab.org

