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Experimentation 
in innovation and 
industrial policy
Where it comes from? 
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Two conceptualizations of policy making:

Version 1: The ‘enlightened’ policymaker 
with perfect foresight (‘Philosopher 
King’/Plato)

Version 2: adaptive (Teubal, 2002), 
‘muddling through’ (Lindblom, 1959), 
highly political (Zachary Taylor, 2016), but 
also learning and collective process 
(Teubal, 1996) 

The exact nature of 
Industrial and 
Innovation (I&I) 
policy issues and 
how best to 
address them are 
unknown ex-ante 
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‘New industrial 
policy’ as a 
response to 
deficiencies of 
conventional 
approach 

• Government, as the policy principal, 
does not possess all the knowledge 
required for policy design and 
implementation

• Implicit or explicit recognition of the knowledge gaps in 
the definition and implementation of I/I policy renders it 
an experimental activity rather than the implementation of 
a ‘grand design' (Breznitz, 2021). 

• A solution: experimental governance 
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A solution: Experimental governance  principles (Sabel
and Zeitlin, 2011) (our reading)

1. Policy goals are established through interaction with affected 
stakeholders. 

2. Stakeholders have a significant degree of autonomy to pursue different 
programmes or projects, ideally in the form of a portfolio of projects. 

3. Project performance is monitored based on ‘diagnostic monitoring' 
(aimed at identifying potential unforeseen events and correcting them 
or transforming them into opportunities) rather than ex-post project-
by-project evaluation.

4. Goals, metrics, and decision-making procedures are reviewed in light of 
new problems and possibilities. 5



Approaches to the 
issue of 
experimentation in 
innovation/industrial 
policy
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Approach Areas of application 
Experimental governance (Sabel and Zeitlin, 
2010, 2011)

Conceptualising the emergent 
EU approach (cf. Open method 
of coordination)

Smart specialisation Entrepreneurial 
Discovery Process (EDP) (Foray, 2015; Foray et 
al., 2012)

The foundation of the EU 
regional policy

Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA) 
(Andrews et al., 2012)

International development 
assistance (Harvard)

Experimentation- feedback – adaptation) 
(Crespi et al., 2014) 

Latin America (Inter-American 
Development Bank response)

Directed improvisation (variation-selection-
niche creation) (Ang, 2016)

China policy practice

Transformative innovation policy (TIP) (Schot  
and Steinmueller, 2018: Mazzucato, 2018a, b)

European conceptual response 
to climate and transformational 
challenges gradually going global 

Source: Radosevic, Kanellou and Tsekouras)(2023)  The experimentation-accountability trade-
off in innovation and industrial policy: are learning networks the solution, Science and Public 
Policy, https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scad013



Rhetoric vs reality 
gap: 

accountability and 
institutionalisation

challenges  

• A disconnect between the rhetoric  
which calls for a more experimental 
public sector, and the reality of a 
public sector compliance culture that 
is intolerant of mistakes and failure 
(Morgan, 2016)

• Accountability: how experimentation 
fits the context of an accountable 
Weberian public administration is 
ignored

• Institutionalization: not yet developed 
governance solution 

• Cf. conceptualization runs ahead of 
practice 
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Accountability challenge: solution

• The collective or multi-stakeholder nature of I/I policy 
requires network governance as an accountability 
mechanism and learning and mutual adjustment 
mechanism > Learning Networks 

• ‘Deliberative’ (process accountability): how a 
particular decision was delivered. 

• ‘Substantive’ (outcome) accountability: the outcomes 
of decisions, i.e. whether they have led to the goals 
sought initially. 
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Deliberation (Process) accountability

Learning process Learning outcomes

Substantive (Outcome) accountability
Source: Radosevic, Kanellou and Tsekouras)(2023)  The 
experimentation-accountability trade-off in innovation and 
industrial policy: are learning networks the solution, Science and 
Public Policy, https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scad013

For application of this approach see case study diagnosis and 
solution: 

S. Radosevic  and T. Zoretic (2023)  EU smart specialization policy 
between experimentation and accountability: the case study, 
forthcoming 



Institutionalization challenge
• The lack of solutions for institutionalizing experimentation beyond pilots
• TIP literature, including JRC (2022) Playbook, does not provide a 

satisfactory solution to the governance challenge for complex 
transformative policies where numerous actors are involved and where, 
given the uncertainties involved, experimentation seems inevitable. 

• The critical challenge: how to couple experimentation, local knowledge, 
and flexibility that characterizes network governance with high-level 
coordination (Block, 2016).



HOW TO SCALE-UP? Pilots and policy labs as two 
in-vogue approaches to experimentation
• What is the question to answer with pilots and RCT? 

• Is it ‘what is possible or feasible’ (mechanism experiment)?
• ‘What is appropriate’ (exploratory experiments), 
• ‘What can work better’ (optimisation experiments) 
• ‘What works’ (evaluation experiments)(ibid). 

• In innovation policy, RTC have advantages in testing small-scale and simple solutions (optimisation experiments) (cf. innovation vouchers) and much 
less in exploratory experiments.

• RCTs are retrospective > assume minimal changes across time and contexts. 

• Program implementation is regarded as an activity that does not provide new insights or lead to policy changes (Warwick and Nolan, 2015). 

• The standard view of RCT understates the complexity of program implementation, which is the primary source of learning and discovery (Hirschon
and Birckmayer, 2006). 

• A strict application of RCT would require random allocation of public subsidy, which may be considered an inefficient use of public investments or 
justified only in specific cases. 

• RCTs do not consider the government as a facilitator to enable closer coordination among individual economic agents and allow for experimentation 
in the economy (Warwick, 2013).

• RCTs conceptualise interventions as occurring in closed systems and study the intervention as a static and mechanical cause aimed at preconceived 
effects in a simple linear model of cause-effect.    ≠  TIP programmes:

• The broader the scope and outreach of the intended program (complexity), the more there will be factors that pilots cannot account for (context 
dependency), the lower pilots‘ learning value or relevance.
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How can TIP programms 
generate transformative 
change? 

• How to engage stakeholders: proponents 
of mission - oriented and TIP policies 
advocate either (Ulmanen et al. (2022)):

• top-down approach (mission-
oriented) or

• promote bottom-up, self-organised 
stakeholder involvement 
(transformative policy).



Top-down
vs.
Bottom-up

Each of the two solutions has 
problems in resolving at least some 
of the following coordination 
challenges: 

• multi-level (EU - regions-
national), 

• horizontal (inter-ministerial), 

• vertical (ministry-agency-firms 
and knowledge institutions), 

• intersectoral (public-private)

• timing coordination!



How to engage in the process of transformative innovation 
policy and coordinate a variety of stakeholders

• ‘The precise outcome of collaboration cannot be determined ex-ante, and therefore goals 
and methods have to be elaborated provisionally—step by step through experimentation 
across a wide range of opportunities, along with joint reviews of progress in which 
partners assess and come to rely on one another’s capacities (Sabel and Victor (2022) 
p46)‘.

• Still, it does make sense to articulate governance (what to govern), and methodological 
(how to govern) principles whose application to a specific region will always be context 
specific. 
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The HOW: learning from policy practice

Our approach: 
• Policy practice has already generated relevant insights and lessons that could be used to 

implement transformative regional innovation policy, particularly PRIs:

• Advances country cases (based on in depth analysis of Public Private Innovation Partnership 
programmes):

• VINNVÄXT programme (Sweden)
• Innovation Performance Contracts programme (Netherlands)
• Innovation Networks programme (Denmark)

• Medium development level case:
• Smart Specialisation Strategy governance approach (Slovenia)





In institutionally different but functionally similar ways, network-based 
programs are characterized by the following distinctive features:

• 1. Networks emerged driven by institutionally different facilitators, establishing feedback loops with 
stakeholders throughout programme activities' planning and implementation phases!

• 2. Facilitators have created space for communication and interaction to explore new options and 
solutions!

• 3. Facilitators (pro)actively engaged in brokering activities: the funding programme enables a broker to 
connect and develop the relationship between different innovation actors!

• 4. Brokers‘ scope of activities is not confined to R&D - they are also assigned to facilitate 
commercialisation, training and especially connections between regional players and international 
actors and value chains. 

• 5. Networking programs have matched support to individual needs: the scope of support was specific 
to individual actors within the particular mission of upgrading the capabilities of respective companies!

• 6. A distinctive feature of successful networking programmes is flexibility in all stages in the light of 
new insights (specific form of diagnostic monitoring) learning!
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Key challenge which each of 
networks has (at least partly) 
solved: 

• The bottom-line: to establish the 
institutional context ‘in which an 
outcome will emerge from interaction 
among decision-makers, each of 
whom is in pursuit of solutions to his 
own problems’, BUT who, at the same 
time, commit towards the same goals 
and converge their actions in the same 
direction!

• Lindblom (1990)
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1. How to do it: 
Methodological 
foundations of PRIs

The path towards 
Strategic Collaboration



The path towards 
Strategic Collaboration

2. How to really do it: Methodological foundations of PRIs



The path towards
Strategic Collaboration

3. How to do it: Methodological ffoundations of PRIs



The path towards
Strategic Collaboration

Leading to 
VIRTUOUS CYCLE!

Broader Governance
Framework matters…

… for scaling, 
especially

in institutionally weaker areas,

but also for enactment!

4. How to do it: Methodological foundations of PRIs



• Through action learning, individuals learn with and from each other by working on 
real problems and reflecting on their own experiences." (McGill and Beaty, 2021: 11)

• ‘Action learning’ is
a ‘highly situational’ practice
(Gifford, 2005:2).

• But PRIs / LNs should be set up as:
• formal inter-stakeholder arrangements,
• with explicit operational structure and business model!

Action Learning as the underlying mode of Work of PRIs



Transformation (of a region or a country):
• Requires addressing large set of complex and / or  ill-defined problems and opportunities…

• … for that experimentation with diverse coalitions is needed.

Co-creation and Strategic Collaboration!

Why are PRIs/LNs critical for the success of this process:
• They provide for facilitated interaction among a diversity of stakeholders and participants

learning. 
• Successful implementation requires negotiation among topics and individuals and skilled 

balancing of different perspectives or interests common direction.
• They enable synergies and new solutions, while having capacity to adapt previously agreed 

processes and procedures to emerging new problems which demand new solutions
 value creation, adaptation & upscalling.

Action Learning as the underlying mode of Work of PRIs
(Learning Networks)



LN as governance mechanism
• LN are NOT networks that facilitate learning as a product of the policy process > this 

learning is the domain of conventional M&E activities, public sector innovation initiatives 
(Tonulist et al., 2017), or policy learning exercises. 

• LN are inter-organisational arrangements established primarily to enhance network 
members’ knowledge and capacity to negotiate, act, reflect on and challenge each 
other’s accountability criteria. 

LN
• Include all stakeholders in the I/I policy process, including SMEs, contributing as 

designers, implementers and beneficiaries
• Are formal arrangements with clear and well-defined thresholds for participation
• Have an explicit operational structure that includes regular processes and actions
• Have a primary target – specific learning/new knowledge about the experiential I/I policy 

implementation process enabled by the network, e.g. examining each other viewpoints 
and sharing expertise 

• Assess learning outcomes which provide feedback on network operation (Tsekouras and 
Kanellou, 2018)
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Learning Networks in the dynamic policy cycle 

Converting policy priorities into suitable policy package (program, instruments)

Policy priorities
Programe design & 
managememt

RTOs and 
companies  

strategies and 

Programe 
Implementation & 

Monitoring
Forseeing changes in M&E system and in delivery mechanisms that arise 

from changes in strategies and new challenges in techno-economic 
environment

Forseeing new challenges for firms and RTOs that arise through successful 
implementation of programs and instruments

Learning networks

Revising policy priorities in the light of understanding feasibiliy of individual 
programs and instruments
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Conclusions & Policy Implications (1)

1. Pilots and policy labs as the mainstream institutional solutions to experimentation, at least in the 
context of the EU regional innovation policy, face serious challenges.

2. Transformative regional policies require complementary national or regional government-
facilitated approaches complemented by bottom-up driven partnerships for regional innovation
(PRIs).

3. PRIs should , within a formal context:

• promote learning and mobilisation of diverse coalitions of stakeholders in a common direction

• via facilitation, brokering, negotiations, promoting syneriges and finding new solutions, 

• in a constantly adapting context, 

• with chances of upscalling and enactment being improved when embedded in a broader eco-
system with (pro)active government.



Conclusions & Policy Implications (2)

4. The ‘thicker’ the initial institutional environment, the easier it is to introduce more advanced 
PRI functions. 

5. Weaker institutional environments will require greater committment due to lacking 
intermediary organisations, but also, e.g., with regard to ensuring accountability thus, the 
weaker the institutional environment, the stronger the role for the government.

6. Stability (~ political cycles) is essential for building institutional capacities, relationships and 
trust and thus for putting in place virtuous cycle of co-creation and strategic collaboration!

== TRANSFORMATION of a REGION / COUNTRY!



Thank you
s.radosevic@ucl.ac.uk
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