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Nesta is a global innovation foundation.  
We bring bold ideas to life to change the world for good.

We use our knowledge, networks, funding and skills - working in 
partnership with others, including governments, businesses and 
charities. We are a UK charity but work all over the world, supported 
by a financial endowment.

We see Making sense of opportunities and challenges. 

We spark Generating new ideas.

We shape Helping to test, grow and adapt promising solutions.

We shift Changing whole systems. 

The kinds of big challenges we tackle include ageing; stretched 
public services; a fast changing jobs market and people feeling 
disempowered. We focus on areas where the combination of digital 
technology, empowered individuals, and better use of data and 
evidence can have the biggest impact.

If you’d like this publication in an alternative format 
such as Braille, large print or audio, please contact us at: 
information@nesta.org.uk
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How Nesta is bringing 
bold ideas to life

Our work in  
innovation policy

The challenge: Innovation is essential to our future 
prosperity. But policies to support innovation are 
failing us. They aren’t effective enough, they aren’t 
inclusive enough, and they are unfit to steer the 
economy through the next century and ensure future 
technologies benefit us all. 

Nesta’s response: Our work helps governments and other decision 
makers support innovation for growth and for good. We believe 
in the importance of supporting innovation that drives economic 
growth and competition, but also of directing innovation to 
society’s most important problems, shaping the application 
of new ideas and technologies in a way that benefits as many 
people as possible. 

We do research and create new analytical tools to build 
knowledge and evidence about innovation and how to support 
it. We run programmes and capacity building initiatives to drive 
the adoption of new ideas and evidence, and we shape the 
public debate on innovation through events, provocations and 
collaboration.
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What we want to see 

Innovation policies that are smarter, more inclusive and fit for the future.

• Smarter: In the way they use evidence, experimentation and data 

• More inclusive: In the way they benefit, involve and listen to the public

• Fit for the future: In the way they anticipate and exploit new global 
trends in technology and innovation

How we work

We’re valued for the unique way we combine research and practice

• Our foundation is research and analysis that furthers understanding 
of innovation and how best to support it, filling gaps in knowledge that 
others can’t. This might be through comparative international analysis, 
randomised control trial evaluations or through the development of 
dynamic and interactive new data resources

• But this knowledge won’t make a difference if it’s not in the right hands. 
We develop strong user-networks and build capacity to use new 
knowledge and evidence about innovation policy. We also develop 
and test promising new approaches ourselves, working with partners 
to support the design and development of new policy and running 
initiatives that reward innovation. We help to shape the conversation on 
innovation, and run targeted policy and communications campaigns 
about the changes we want to see 

• We never work alone. We’ve worked extensively within the UK 
innovation system, and with partners in over 30 countries: the UK 
government, and the devolved administrations of Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland; national governments in the UAE, Chile, Canada, 
India, Malaysia, Denmark, Netherlands, Australia and Finland; Innovate 
UK; Tech City UK; the European Commission; the OECD, the World 
Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank; Manchester, Oxford 
and Cambridge Universities; UK Research Councils; the Kauffman 
Foundation; Bloomberg Philanthropies; Pearson; Google; KPMG; the 
Lisbon Council; and 100%Open
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Nesta has always been a 
champion of innovation, but 
innovation policies are failing us.

Innovation policies aren’t giving us the returns we need 
for the economy or society. 

We see this in low business investment in R&D, stagnant productivity 
growth and failed clusters, but also in the staggering unevenness in 
opportunity to benefit from, participate in and shape innovation. 
There’s growing consensus of the need for systemic change, but 
limited understanding of how to achieve it. 

There is only a limited grasp of what policies are working; the 
opportunities and benefits of innovation are too concentrated; and 
ironically, despite a pressing need to anticipate fast moving global 
innovation and technology trends, it’s one of the least innovative 
areas of public policy.

More and better directed innovation is essential to our future 
prosperity, which is why we champion innovation policy that is 
smarter, more inclusive and fit for the future.
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Innovation policy 
that is smarter

Innovation policies aren’t smart: At the moment we know 
little about what works and the long-term value of different 
approaches. Government efforts to encourage innovation – from 
subsidies to science parks – have often been selected based on 
outdated evidence of what works best, and are poorly tested and 
adapted to new contexts. 

Frequently, the data that policymakers use to make decisions 
doesn’t represent the true nature of innovation in the economy. 
For example, investment in Research & Development (R&D) is 
the dominant measure of innovation across the world, yet as 
a decade of Nesta’s work has shown, it only represents a small 
proportion of the innovation that drives growth. Policymakers 
have had little reliable, granular, timely information about the 
performance of sectors, different technologies, or the economies 
of local areas. Part of the burden must also fall to policymakers 
to become more responsive to new evidence and data, without 
which they risk poor policy choices, inefficient spending and 
badly targeted interventions.

Nesta will make innovation policy smarter by creating and 
spreading new evidence in important areas, seeding a culture of 
rigorous policy experimentation, and using novel data science 
to pioneer new ways of measuring and visualising innovation 
activity. This will enable better policy choices, more efficient 
spending and better targeting of innovation policy interventions.
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Our work in this area, includes

Pioneering new ways of mapping and visualising innovation

Following the success of projects like Creative Nation, the most 
comprehensive analysis of the UK’s creative industries to date, and our 
map of the UK games industry, we’ve embarked on an ambitious effort 
to exploit the potential of big data, new data science and interactive 
visualisations to transform innovation policy. After developing Wales’ 
first innovation policy data dashboard, we are now partnering with 
governments and foundations around the world to develop better ways 
of seeing and measuring innovation. For example, we worked with the 
UK’s innovation agency, Innovate UK, to create the first map of the UK’s 
immersive economy. And we’re working with European Commission to 
reshape how big data is used in innovation policy. 

Building evidence for what works in innovation policy

Working with Manchester University, we created the Compendium of 
Evidence on Innovation Policy, a foundational resource on the use of 
evidence in innovation policy making, now referenced by governments, 
academics and international institutions alike. We also build new 
evidence in key policy areas, like in understanding the most effective 
ways to support innovative startups to scale, or how to drive new 
technology adoption in firms.

Seeding a culture of experimentation in innovation and growth policies

Through our Innovation Growth Lab we are building the capacity 
of governments and innovation agencies throughout the world to 
experiment with innovation policies and rigorously evaluate them. 
For example in the UK, we’re working with BEIS and Innovate UK to 
create hard evidence on how to most effectively encourage small and 
medium sized companies to take up the kinds of working practices and 
technologies that could transform their productivity.
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Innovation policy 
that is more inclusive

Innovation is still too exclusive. The concept of ‘trickle down 
economics’, which assumes that economic benefits concentrated 
in the most successful businesses, places and top universities will 
inevitably result in more wealth and prosperity for everyone else, 
hasn’t materialised. 

Not enough people are taking part in innovation. At the moment, 
only eight percent of patents in the UK are filed by women, and 
on current trends we have over a hundred years to go before any 
kind of gender parity. This has a serious economic cost as well as 
social one. 

And with decision-making power about innovation still being 
drawn from a very narrow pool in society, views of what is a 
priority for public funding remains static. As a result, investments 
in innovation have not prioritised solving the most pressing social 
problems and the innovative potential of large swathes of society 
and business still goes untapped.

Nesta will make innovation more inclusive by demonstrating 
how innovation policies can better measure and deliver 
social outcomes, by showing how to most effectively widen 
opportunities to innovate, and by improving public engagement 
and participation in the innovation policy decisions that will 
shape our future economies, industries, jobs and wellbeing.
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Our work in this area, includes

Finding ways to increase the numbers of people taking part in 
innovation

We want to see participation in innovation radically broadened to 
include people and places that have been underrepresented. We’ve 
started by exploring the way that inventive potential is squandered and 
what we can do about it. Our report Opportunity Lost mapped schemes 
in the UK that aim to give children ‘exposure to innovation’. We found 
that there is not much provision, it’s skewed towards richer schools, 
and we don’t know if it has much of an effect - so we’re now working to 
persuade government and other stakeholders to invest in finding out 
what works.

Shifting the balance on who benefits from innovation 

We want to spark debate on how the benefits of innovation can be 
spread more widely. Our report The Biomedical Bubble sought to 
examine the power and influence of the biomedical community, arguing 
that the UK needs a greater diversity of priorities, politics, places and 
people in its innovation system. We worked with Roberto Mangabeira 
Unger on a radical set of proposals to ‘democratise’ the knowledge 
economy, so more people are able to benefit. We are exploring how to 
effectively measure inclusive innovation, and how to create metrics to 
hold policymakers to account for progress. 

Testing better ways to involve the public in shaping innovation policy 

Decisions about innovation and technology affect us all, but only a 
narrow group of people decide what’s prioritised and how resources 
get used. We want to see the public being much more actively involved 
in shaping future innovation policy decisions. In 2018 we set out seven 
principles for engaging the public in innovation policy and launched 
a small grants programme, Everyone Makes Innovation Policy, to test 
creative ways of involving the public in decisions about innovation.
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Innovation policy that 
is fit for the future

Innovation policies aren’t innovative. New ideas and models in 
innovation policy don’t emerge and mature fast enough. Innovation 
policies need to more effectively anticipate and support future 
industries, jobs and technologies, and help the UK compete in and 
shape a rapidly changing global innovation system.

One reason for slow progress in practice is the complexity of 
delivering on these new visions for innovation policy. Take the 
pervasive issue of artificial intelligence – innovation policy has a 
hand in everything from shaping the development of the technology, 
to developing a workforce that is prepared to capitalise on the 
opportunities AI could offer, to ensuring that the benefits of AI reach 
the most marginalised consumer. 

This new innovation policy agenda reaches across and beyond 
government. It requires new policy tools and the ability to keep pace 
with new trends in technology and globalisation.

Nesta will champion the next generation of innovation policies that 
shape technologies and global relationships by exploring new global 
trends in technology and innovation to improve decision makers’ 
ability to continuously anticipate and exploit them for economic and 
public benefit.
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Our work in this area, includes

Regulating new technologies

How can governments and regulators design a regulatory system that 
can meet the speed and scale of the disruption presented by emerging 
technologies like artificial intelligence? We’ve set out new principles for 
anticipatory regulation, and are learning in real time how firms, cities 
and government need to work together to capture the benefits of new 
technologies like drones in our Flying High programme and through our 
projects supported by the Regulatory Pioneers Fund. 

Finding and analysing new innovation methods

Building on past research on emergent innovation methods such as 
crowdfunding, seed accelerator programmes, frugal innovation and 
experimentation we’re exploring the next wave of innovation policy 
and management. For instance, how innovation testbeds can enable 
policymakers to safely realise the potential of new technologies, how 
AI is ‘reinventing invention’ and how regulators are using tools such as 
sandboxes to adopt a more anticipatory approach to regulating new 
technologies. 

Preparing the next generation of innovation policymakers

We’re working with innovation agencies around the world to compare 
approaches, shape strategies and improve results. Through our Global 
Innovation Policy Accelerator we’re building a cohort of innovation 
policymakers who can shape and deliver the next generation of 
innovation policies, working with teams from 15 countries across Latin 
America, South East Asia, India, Africa and the Middle East. The 
programme combines a leading edge curriculum and a collaborative 
approach to problem-solving to develop effective innovation policy 
entrepreneurs. 
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Our goals 

By 2021, Nesta will have… 

Demonstrated how to support innovation in ways that 
are smarter, more inclusive and fit for the future

Smarter

We will have enabled governments to make smarter policy 
choices, and to better target innovation policy interventions by:

• Improving the poor evidence base, seeding a culture of rigorous 
policy experimentation and learning from around the world 
including through the work of our Innovation Growth Lab, 
and applying it to important policy challenges like stagnant 
productivity growth

• Using our investment in innovation mapping to pioneer 
new ways of measuring and visualising innovation activity, 
demonstrating why others should invest in these methods too, 
and how to do it well
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More inclusive 

We will have demonstrated that innovation policy has an important role 
to play in creating prosperity and wellbeing for everyone by:

• Increasing participation in innovation through new methods like 
challenge prizes and building a more diverse community of innovators

• Championing creative ways to involve the public in decisions about 
innovation, from setting priorities for public spending to debating the 
tradeoffs of innovation and new technologies

• Exploring how innovation policies can be better targeted to promoting 
social wellbeing and addressing social challenges, and how to ensure 
the benefits of innovation reach those communities who need it most

Fit for the future

We will have helped policymakers to understand, test and implement 
new approaches so that governments are better able to support and 
shape emerging technologies, industries and global relationships for 
thriving economies and societies.

• Researching new ideas and practices from around the world, building 
the evidence of what works and why

• Testing these methods in our own work, and building a community of 
expertise through our projects 

• Creating opportunities for debate and analysis – helping governments 
and others to best exploit emerging trends in technology and 
international relations for economic and social benefit

If you’d like to find out more about Nesta’s work in innovation policy, 
please contact: innovation-policy@nesta.org.uk

Or visit www.nesta.org.uk/areas-work/innovation-policy
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At Nesta we are experts in methods for innovation. We apply these 
methods in priority fields where there are big challenges and our 
capacities are suited to the action that’s needed: health; education; 
government innovation; the creative economy, arts and culture; and 
innovation policy. In each field we bring together research, funding 
for practical work, convening and advocacy.

Our five priority fields

Education

Government 
innovation

Innovation 
policy

The creative economy, 
arts and culture

Health
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