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Abstract
This article presents the insights from an evaluation of a transformative policy experiment, in the food domain, conducted at the Swedish
Agency of Innovation (Vinnova). To be consistent with the principles and objectives of these policies, it was necessary to implement a formative
evaluation approach developed in the Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC), that is supportive of experimental policies designed
for highly complex and uncertain environments. The article presents the main characteristics of this approach and its differences and similarities
with other proposals to assess transformative innovation policies. Next, the article describes how the evaluation was conducted in Vinnova
during a 2-year engagement. Subsequently, the main insights gleaned from the process are highlighted in terms of (1) understanding the
expectations of actors; (2) what has been learned by doing, from a technical and organizational point of view; and (3) the constraints that emerged
during the engagement. It is then argued that the TIPC- formative evaluation approach challenges the role of evaluators, stretching them, and
requires different attitudes from those that are common in evaluation practice.

Keywords: transformative innovation; formative evaluation; policy evaluation; Vinnova; TIPC; evaluators’ role.

1. Introduction

Disruption and shifts in current socio-ecological and technical
systems due to massive landscape pressures such as climate
change, economic crises and pandemics seem to be accelerat-
ing in recent decades. These macro tendencies have raised
society’s awareness, provoking changes in perceptions and
behaviours that are activating different social (and generative)
fields (Scharmer 2018). Adaptive responses to local and
global challenges have been emerging and building resilience
across interconnected systems where diversity and redun-
dancy, connectivity, and polycentric governance in systems
act as good principles to promote a just transition to a viable
world (Biggs, Schlüter and Schoon 2015).

In this context, innovation policy fields are increasingly turn-
ing to policies focused on ambitious societal goals (Kuhlmann
and Rip 2018). Design, implementation and evaluation policy
strategies are taking a systemic approach by identifying and un-
derstanding a broad range of factors that influence the possibili-
ties for societally desirable innovations to become successful
(Hekkert et al. 2020; Janssen, Bergek and Wesseling 2022;
Bergek and Haddad 2022). While the urgency and legitimacy of
such policies mainly stem from societal developments, the ‘trans-
formative’ innovation policy frame (Weber and Rohracher
2012; Schot and Steinmuller 2018), drawing inspiration from
the literature on sustainability transitions, is the latest proposal.
We emphasize, in agreement with Janssen, Bergek and
Wesseling (2022), that this transformative innovation policy
brings with it responsibilities regarding delivering concrete ad-
vice on how to evaluate systemic innovation and transition
programmes.

We argue that the evaluation of systemic innovation and tran-
sitions programmes requires new approaches to evaluation and,
consequently, new competencies for evaluators. Ofir and Rugg
(2021: 48) pointed out that there is a sense of urgency for the
evaluation field ‘to revisit, redesign and reconfigure evaluation
theories and practices to support the large-scale, transformative
changes our societies and ecosystems need’. An evaluation that
supports and accelerates system transformation requires a differ-
ent approach (Patton 2021). Since policy environments are com-
plex and very diverse, and policy objectives are ambitious and
radically innovative, there is a high degree of uncertainty about
the ways in which an intervention will develop and the effects it
will have. In such scenarios policy becomes experimental, requir-
ing evaluation practices that support the development of the ex-
periment rather than judging its final results against a set of
well-defined criteria derived from precise expectations.
Conventional results-based management, linear theories of
change, and measuring and attributing predetermined impacts
are no longer (if they ever were) suited to a world defined by
uncertainties and interdependencies (Ofir and Rugg 2021).

Similar concerns have been raised by the transition commu-
nity. Janssen (2019) highlights the difficulties of tracing causal
mechanisms in complex systems given that policies usually
generate unanticipated system dynamics. Luederitz et al.
(2017) and van Mierlo, Arkesteijn and Leeuwis (2010) have
remarked on the importance of (reflexive) learning in moni-
toring and evaluation practices as a way of capturing the
emergent dynamics of systemic challenges; while Haddad
et al. (2019) have emphasized that evaluators not only assess
programmes against a set of relevant impacts and system-level
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transformative outcomes, but they also analyse interactions
between instruments and stakeholders.

The Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC)
has developed a formative approach to the evaluation of
Transformative Innovation Policies (TIPs) (Boni, Molas-
Gallart and Giachi 2019; Molas-Gallart et al. 2021) that
involves assessing the changes associated with or leading to
socio-technical transitions (Rip and Kemp 1998; Geels 2002;
Geels and Schot 2007). Evaluation becomes a real-time reflex-
ive practice that contributes to the design and implementation
of TIPs, whilst at the same time also contributing to their ca-
pacities to do so. Inclusivity via participatory methods is a
core feature of this type of evaluation. Policymakers and the
actors involved in the design and implementation are in con-
trol of the evaluation process, with external evaluation
experts mainly acting as facilitators. The evaluation aims to
facilitate participation and open debate, acknowledging and
channelling power conflicts and differences in interests and
perceptions.

By exploring a particular experimental policy engagement
developed within the TIPC, based on an evaluation of the pro-
cess of designing a mission-oriented innovation policy, we
present key lessons that nurture the specific formative ap-
proach to evaluation for TIP along with its constraints. As
stated above, our approach to evaluation is a real-time reflex-
ive practice, similar in purpose to what has been developed by
the ASIRPA team (Matt et al. 2023). Consequently, although
our evaluation influenced the design of a mission-oriented
policy, its contribution went beyond the design phase. As we
describe in Section 3, we developed a Monitoring and
Learning Plan aimed at testing the implementation of the food
mission. Additionally, we had different meetings with
Vinnova staff to foster reflection on the main learnings de-
rived from the formative evaluation. This experience gener-
ated insights into the roles and attitudes that evaluators
should develop to carry out this type of evaluation.

The structure of this paper is as follows: in Section 2, we
provide an overview of the TIPC formative evaluation ap-
proach and compare it with other proposals for assessing
TIPs; in Section 3, we describe the case study, including the
different phases of the evaluation, the methods used, and the
outputs achieved; in Section 4, we present our findings and
insights, focusing on expectations, technical and organiza-
tional learnings, constraints that emerged during the engage-
ment, and the implications of our approach for evaluators’
attitudes; and finally, in Section 5, we provide some final
conclusions.

2. TIPC’s formative approach to the evaluation
of Transformative Innovation Policies

As mentioned above, TIPC has developed a formative ap-
proach to the evaluation of TIPs taking as a heuristic the
Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) (Rip and Kemp 1998; Geels
2002; Geels and Schot 2007). The evaluation process is based
on reflexive monitoring practices (van Mierlo et al. 2010) for
fostering socio-technical systems transformation. In this sense,
it is a theory-based approach to evaluation that links general
evaluation concepts and approaches with the sustainability
transitions conceptualization of outcomes described in current
innovation and transitions studies literature (Haddad and
Bergek 2023). In the TIPC approach, the MLP is used as a ge-
neric transformative Theory of Change (ToC) which connects

with specific ToCs tailored to individual interventions. The
evaluation is formative since it provides participants with
tools to widen their perception of the role and scope of inno-
vation policies and their contribution towards systems change
by defining and working towards processes and outcomes
directed towards transformation (Janssen, Bergek and
Wesseling 2022).

Moreover, the TIPC approach uses participatory methods
where different stakeholders define themselves the assessment
strategy for transformational policies. This creates increasing
demands on evaluators to mobilize and empower relevant
stakeholders from different fields, sectors, and policy levels;
coordinate and align potentially divergent perspectives on
problems and possible solutions; and manage conflicts of
interests (Weber and Rohracher 2012). Table 1 indicates the
main characteristics of TIPC formative evaluation.

2.1 Multi-level perspective and the 12

transformative outcomes

A transition is a change in socio-technical systems, which are
stable and dominant configurations of markets, user preferen-
ces, industries and industrial strategies, policies, cultural prac-
tices and technologies providing specific ways of serving a
particular basic need or societal function (Smith, Voß and
Grin 2010). Socio-technical systems are constructed and
maintained by actors who are guided by a set of formal and
informal rules, which together form a regime. These systems
change when shifts occur at different levels, as theorized by
the MLP, specifically when dynamic and complex interactions
emerge between actors advancing new solutions and ideas in
niches, deviating and pushing the dominant rules. Although
regimes seek to remain stable, they get also pressured by long-
term exogenous trends and shocks, or landscape, breaking the
dominant configuration of the system and giving space to the
niches to replace the dominant regime (Rip and Kemp 1998;
Geels 2002; Geels et al. 2016). This is a simplification of com-
plex and long-term change processes, but it is helpful in order
to orientate transformation pathways. Significantly, the MLP
provides analytic lenses to determine systems transitions
when three conditions are met: (1) a regime is destabilized, (2)
niches provide strong alternatives at scale, and (3) landscape
trends and shocks are perceived by regime and niche actors as
a window of opportunity for a transition.

Building upon the MLP, TIPC developed and experimented
with a formative evaluation methodology focused on 12
Transformative Outcomes (TOs) that together address the
three conditions referred to above. The TOs are divided into
three macro-processes: (1) building and nurturing niches, (2)
expanding and mainstreaming niches, and (3) unlocking and
opening up regimes (see Table 2).

The TOs refer to a goal—for example, a better network—
but also to the related process (networking) developed over
time. As a result of the formative evaluation process, these
outcomes can be measured at a particular moment in time,
but with a process-oriented approach to help understand how
the current activities are contributing (or not) to the transfor-
mation purposes.

The TOs guide the definition of signs of change in a socio-
technical system, providing distinctive conceptual and practi-
cal insights to measure systems transformation. In the TIPC
proposal, the TOs are not used to measure impact; they are
signs of progression along the change process (Wise and
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Arnold 2022). At the same time, the TOs are crucial to influ-
ence the directionality of the intervention through a reflexive
learning approach. The intervention logic needs to be continu-
ally revisited and adapted based on an iterative process of
looking back (reflexivity) and looking forward (Wise and
Arnold 2022). This understanding of system transformation
is different from what is proposed by Janssen (2019) and
Bergek and Haddad (2022). They propose to use technologi-
cal innovation systems literature to assess impact of how a
transformative policy affects functions favouring the creation
and diffusion of new economic activities. Examples of func-
tions that can be analysed are development and diffusion of
knowledge, entrepreneurial experimentation, formation
of markets, guidance of actors’ search processes, mobilization
of resources, legitimation of technologies and actors, and the
development of positive external economies. By analysing
these functions, analysts or evaluators can identify weak-
nesses in the system and assess the impact of policies on each
process.

The TIPC formative evaluation approach can also be de-
fined as an initiative-based learning approach to analyse tran-
sitions (Turnheim et al. 2015). This approach engages with
concrete interventions, involving diverse social actors with the
aim of fostering innovation and upscaling innovative sustain-
ability solutions (Turnheim et al. 2015: 244). As we describe
in Section 3, the experiment conducted between TIPC

researchers and Vinnova can be considered as an initiative-
based learning and the presentation of our findings is guided
by the four elements proposed by Turnheim et al. (2015): un-
derstanding expectations; learning by doing; environment and
resource constrains; and responding to emergent processes.

However, our approach to evaluation has limitations and
is not able to identify long-term impact. In fact, in contrast
to other approaches (Luederitz et al. 2017; Williams and
Robinson 2020; Haddad and Bergek 2023), TIPC’s forma-
tive evaluation shifts its focus from measuring impacts to
support system change processes. The evaluation process
deliberately embeds directionality towards sustainability,
identifying and pursuing outcomes that are considered to
be conducive to systemic change. This proactive stance ena-
bles the design of strategic interventions that drive transfor-
mative change, fostering a continuous learning process
involving key stakeholders. Evaluation thus becomes pro-
active supporting implementation and intervention re-
design, instead of taking a retrospective, reactive stance.
(Molas-Gallart et al. 2021). The accomplishment of TOs
provides directionality and strategic orientation towards
transformation (Wise and Arnold 2022).

2.2 Flexible ToC

In the experimental policy engagements developed in the first
phase of TIPC (2018–22), policy initiatives at different levels

Table 1. Key principles of the formative evaluation approach (based in Molas-Gallart et al. 2021: 435–436

Adopt a formative approach to evaluation An evaluation conducted with the participation of stakeholders with the
main purpose of improving the definition and implementation of the
interventions being evaluated. Under this perspective, evaluation
should be understood as a reflexive practice aiming at helping policy
actors to navigate their TIPs and contributing to their capacities to
do so.

Integrate evaluation with policy design and implementation Evaluation as part of the transformative policy and, therefore, coherent
with the stated research and innovation policy objectives (directional-
ity, societal goals and system impact). Evaluation as a strategic part of
the design and implementation process of TIPs.

The evaluation process should be inclusive and participatory The inclusivity characterizing TIPs should also be present in the evalua-
tion process. Participants in TIPs should join in their evaluation, with
external evaluation experts mainly acting as facilitators; for instance,
paying attention to the power dynamics that may lead to some voices
being heard more than others. Therefore, evaluation should facilitate
participation and open debate, channelling power conflicts, and dif-
ferences in interests and perceptions.

Use a mix of methods and techniques Rather than being driven by formalized standard protocols, evaluation
needs to be adaptable and flexible, selecting different methods and
techniques according to the policy context and its transformative
nature.

Use a nested approach to assess multi-level TIPs TIPs can operate at different levels. Niche projects are local initiatives
attempting to generate or support a specific niche. Programmes may
bring together several niche projects and will seek to develop links
and relationships between them that will facilitate scaling up. Finally,
several programmes can combine with other policies in policy mixes.

Use a flexible Theory of Change (ToC) ToC is typically defined by policy stakeholders and starts by identifying
the main changes that an intervention is aiming to achieve. Policy
goals are therefore defined as changes to a baseline situation. Next,
participants work backwards from such intended changes to identify
the processes that will lead to them, and how these processes will be
triggered by the intervention. In this way stakeholders, with the help
of evaluation experts, produce an expected process linking the activi-
ties triggered by an intervention with its results. Our ToCs will be
flexible, implying that they should not be understood as a fixed causal
chain; rather, they can be revisited and redefined as a result of the for-
mative evaluation process. The ToCs will be used to foster learning
and reflexivity among participants and to help asses if the policy is
contributing towards advancing its objectives.
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developed change pathways, guided by the TOs, through a
specific ToC built collaboratively by the policy stakeholders
involved in the process. Our approach shares commonalities
with the adaptive and systemic approaches to evaluation
(Patton 2011, 2020) but differs in its grounded theoretical
base (the MLP and the 12 TOs), informing how system
change is expected to happen. Unlike most theory-oriented
approaches, in which the evaluator builds the programme the-
ory interpreting the expectations of the actors involved in the
intervention (Stame 2004), we actively use TIP theory to
co-produce, with the policy actors, a ToC that focuses on
TOs (Molas-Gallart et al. 2021).

Policy interventions focus on unlocking transformation by
selecting groups of TOs, rather than implying that a single in-
tervention should comprehensively cover all of the outcome
types. Ideally, a nested approach to transformation is devel-
oped through a whole set of interventions, starting at a na-
tional or regional policy level providing a framing ToC that is
then developed by programmes and specific interventions that
have their own ToCs.

Our approach shares commonalities and differences with
that presented by Haddad and Bergek (2023). Both share the

importance of grounding the evaluation in transition theory;
moreover, both approaches are directed at defining targeted
socio-technical configurations, actors and institutions and use
a ToC as a way of representing the intervention. A main dif-
ference is the use of the context, mechanism and outcomes
analysis proposed by realist evaluation. This step involves
assessing ‘behavioural additionality’ which refers to the extent
a policy has influenced or contributed to intermediate trans-
formative processes at the system level. The purpose of this
step is to understand how the policy has impacted the system
and to identify any potential transformative processes that
have resulted from the policy’s implementation. By assessing
behavioural additionality, evaluators can gain insight into
how the policy is working and whether it is contributing to
broader system-level changes (Haddad and Bergek 2023).

In contrast, TIPC’s approach develops a flexible ToC using as
a base some of the techniques developed by the Dutch consul-
tancy HIVOS, which stress the use of action-research tools for
the definition and redefinition of ToCs (van Es, Guijt and Vogel
2015). In this approach, ToCs are typically developed collabora-
tively by policy stakeholders and evaluation experts who facili-
tate the process. It starts by identifying the changes that an

Table 2. Twelve types of transformative outcomes, adapted from Schot et al. (2019) and Ghosh et al. (2021)

Niche building and nurturing
Shielding Offering protection for niche experiments and normalizing these protec-

tion measures. Protection can be offered through subsidies but also
market benefits, such as a VAT exemption, or cultural protection by
trying to change the meaning or perceptions of a specific solution
through a media campaign

Learning The first order (optimizing existing behaviour) and second order
(changes in frames and assumptions) in or across several system
dimensions (science, technology, innovation; markets; culture & sym-
bolic meanings; industrial strategy)

Networking Participation in the niche of a wide range of diverse (in terms of niche
and regime actors, and in terms of regime dimensions) stakeholders
Building and strengthening ties among actors in a niche
Creation of a community of practice ensuring resource mobilization
The emergence of intermediaries in facilitating the above

Navigating expectations Creating space for voicing new and alternative expectations and bridg-
ing the diversity of expectations building a shared vision

Niche expansion and mainstreaming
Upscaling Increased adoption of new practices and rules, diffusion of technologies,

the bandwagon effect
Replication Replication of niche conditions in different contexts

Adaptation of a niche in a different locality
Circulation Circulation of ideas, people, tacit knowledge, and rules across niches

and system dimensions
The emergence of system and niche intermediaries.

Institutionalization (formal and informal rules) Developing standard definitions, narratives, regulations, and preferred
types of behaviors, beliefs and values.
Establishment of certification schemes, protocols. . .
Development of a mature market niche

Opening up and unlocking regimes
Destabilizing and de-aligning regimes Disrupting policy frameworks and governance arrangements taking ad-

vantage of tensions between regime dimensions
Phasing out of policies and implementation of other policies disrupt-
ing the dominant socio-technical system

Unlearning and deep learning of regime actors Second-order learning among regime actors—change existing values
and beliefs
Unlearning routines based on existing skills and capabilities
The emergence of new policy assumptions

Empowering niche-regime interactions Creation of formal and informal linkages between niche and regime
actors
The emergence of intermediates facilitating such linkages

Changing perceptions of landscape pressures Regime actors develop new interpretations of the nature and consequen-
ces of trends (such as climate change, loss of biodiversity, pollution,
rising inequality, digitalization, urbanization) and shocks
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intervention aims to achieve. These changes are often framed as
policy goals. From there, stakeholders work backwards to iden-
tify the processes that are likely to lead to these changes, and
how the intervention will trigger these processes. This involves
developing an expected process linking the inputs, activities and
TOs. The process helps to depict possible evolution pathways
with multiple causalities and multiple expected effects. That is
why it is crucial to explicitly identify the assumptions made by
the participants throughout the process. In this line, ToCs are
not fixed causal chains, but flexible frameworks that can be
revisited and redefined as needed throughout the formative eval-
uation process. This flexibility is based on the feedback pro-
duced by the ongoing learning and reflexivity among
participants and can help to assess whether the policy is moving
towards its objectives. Overall, ToCs are an important tool for
fostering collaboration, learning and reflexivity among policy
stakeholders and evaluation experts, and can help to ensure that
interventions are effective in achieving their intended outcomes
(Molas-Gallart et al. 2021).

Finally, both the TIPC formative approach to evaluation
and the ideas presented by Patton (2023) highlight the chang-
ing role of evaluators in the context of system transformation.
Evaluators are no longer just external observers of change,
but active participants in the change process, requiring them
to have a deeper understanding of the context and a range of
competencies to effectively engage with stakeholders and
contribute to the development and implementation of inter-
ventions. The TIPC framework emphasizes the importance of
co-production and collaboration in the evaluation process,
with evaluators being flexible, reflexive and willing to engage
with stakeholders. Similarly, Patton highlights the need to
move beyond traditional evaluation methods and the willing-
ness to take risks, experiment and innovate in the approach to
evaluation. In summary, both the TIPC formative approach
to evaluation and the ideas presented by Patton recognize the
importance of the changing role of evaluators in system trans-
formation and emphasize the need for evaluators to develop
the competencies and attitudes required to effectively engage
with stakeholders and contribute to the development and im-
plementation of interventions.

However, although the TIPC-formative evaluation and
Patton’s approach to evaluation (2011) share the same con-
cern on the evaluator’s role, there is a main difference between
the two approaches. TIPC uses a specific Theory of Change
inspired by transition theory, while Patton’s developmental
evaluation is not supported by any specific theory. In TIPC’s
approach, the ToC is a central component, while Patton’s
proposal focusses on dynamics, permeable boundaries, inter-
dependencies and emergent interconnections which are diffi-
cult to capture in a ToC. One common feature is the
relevance of learning, although Patton’s proposal goes further
and contends that learning is central for accountability.

3. The case of food policy at Sweden’s
Innovation Agency (Vinnova)

In 2019, Vinnova started an experimental process to design
mission-oriented policies for mobility and food challenges
guided by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In
December 2019, the agency engaged with TIPC researchers to
apply the TIPC approach to evaluation (Boni, Molas-Gallart
and Giachi 2019) with two aims: (1) explore the practical use
of the TOs and the construction of flexible ToCs to stay

focused on transformation, inducing second-order learning,
reflexivity and anticipation along the process; and (2) enhance
the transformative potential of Vinnova’s approach to
mission-oriented innovation policy. These goals are coherent
with the aims of TIPC work in-country: to create cross-
learning processes for the TIPC members; provide tools and
pathways to address global societal challenges in situ; and de-
velop and test methodologies, theories and tools as a continu-
ous co-creating process tailored to the country’s needs.

Vinnova’s leadership recognized that this type of work im-
plied a different approach to policymaking, by experimenting
with strategic design methods that integrate upfront complex-
ity and uncertainty in the policy instruments design (Hill
2022), and also required a different approach to evaluation to
avoid transformational failure (Weber and Rohracher 2012).
The whole engagement was focused on the process developed
by the Vinnova team part of the engagement and the TIPC
researchers. As part of the research process, TIPC researchers
also engaged with other policymakers from other government
organizations such as the food and procurement agency, a de-
sign agency supporting the process, and stakeholders that
were part of the mission design. In this sense, what was evalu-
ated was the transformative capacity of Vinnova’s food
mission-oriented innovation policy, by applying the TIP
framework to define systems change, pathways to advance to-
wards that change and continuous monitoring to assess direc-
tionality and strategic reorientation (Wise and Arnold 2022).

Furthermore, the engagement sparked a deeper reflection
on challenge-led innovation policy expressed through mis-
sions. Mission-oriented innovation policy (MOIP) involves
setting well-defined goals or missions to be accomplished
within a specific timeframe (Mazzucato 2018; Janssen et al.
2021). The TIP framework challenges targeted mission-
oriented policies focussed on large science and technology
support programmes (Diercks, Larsen and Steward 2019) by
focusing on systems change beyond industrial, economic or
technological advancements. Designing, implementing, and
evaluating transformative missions necessitates an experimen-
tal approach that nurtures, strengthens, and scales niches
while at the same time destabilizes systems regimes. It requires
an open-ended and long-term perspective, recognizing that
socio-technical transitions are complex, dynamic, and fuzzy
processes (Geels 2022). To effectively navigate this complex-
ity, the evaluation approach embraces uncertainty by incorpo-
rating a reflexive layer that facilitates the reframing of
desirable directions. This critical approach was consistently
applied by both teams throughout a four-phase process.

3.1 Phase 1: Developing a preliminary ToC and

selecting the TOs (February–July 2020)

For 6 months, the teams from Vinnova (an analyst, the head
of the strategic design area, two programme managers) and
TIPC (four researchers and one communications manager)
held five collaborative sessions to develop a mutual under-
standing on evaluation, define the object of the evaluation
and set the bases on which to develop a ToC. At the time, the
Vinnova team was advancing on the definition of two mis-
sions, one focused on mobility and the other on food. Since
the mobility mission was more advanced in its process, and
after several discussions, the Vinnova and TIPC teams decided
to focus on the food mission. The teams saw an opportunity
to start the evaluation process from the mission-design phase,
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reaping benefits from learning and reflexivity throughout the
process.

The first two workshops provided the bases to understand
the methodologies, principles, and experiment scope. The
next three workshops were dedicated to building a common
language, further exploring how TIPC’s evaluation could
strengthen the mission design and transformational purposes,
and to monitoring the learning process of the participants.
The initial aim to build a full ToC for the food mission was
discussed given the tensions between a fully explorative pro-
cess of mission definition and deployment—where each phase
is developed from the results of the previous one—and the
prescriptive nature of ToCs, even if they are flexible and revis-
ited during the process.

The differences in the approaches required the team to be
open and explore together the best of both approaches to
contribute to the ultimate aim, which was to develop a trans-
formative mission-oriented innovation policy for the food
socio-technical system. Consequently, the team made a delib-
erate choice to prioritize the identification of desired out-
comes and associated assumptions, rather than delving into
detailed definitions of outputs and activities. This decision
was guided by two key considerations: Firstly, the mission
was intentionally designed to have an open-ended nature,
allowing for the emergence of diverse action pathways aligned
with the desired outcomes. By focusing on outcomes rather
than predefined outputs, the team aimed to foster flexibility
and adaptability throughout the mission implementation.
Secondly, the high-level nature of the policy framework called
for a ToC that provided a broad guiding framework rather
than prescriptive action pathways. This approach acknowl-
edged that specific interventions and detailed action pathways
would be developed through specific initiatives in connection
with the mission’s overarching objective.

In the third workshop, thirty outcomes were initially de-
fined by the Vinnova team related to changes in local food
production and distribution, local shops, shopkeeper skills,
neighbourhoods and others. For each outcome, the main
actors involved were also defined.

The fourth and fifth workshops resulted in a shorter list of
six outcomes mainly related to opening and unlocking
regimes (see Table 3). The Vinnova team decided to focus on
this macro process in the first stage of the mission design and
implementation. given their emphasis on creating a protected
space to foster emerging collaborations among regime and
niche actors towards the mission aim. Therefore, the out-
comes were focused on developing a new way of working
with a diversity of voices, showcasing major practice changes
in incumbents, and creating bridges between government
agencies, large and small companies, and consumers and so-
cial groups. Through further reflections and discussions with
the research team, it became evident that directing resources
towards nurturing and empowering niche initiatives was cru-
cial in achieving the initial mission outcomes. This insight
reinforced the understanding that the TOs should not be
interpreted as having a strict sequential or hierarchical order.
Rather, they serve as guiding principles that channel energy
and resources towards different intervention points aimed at
fostering systemic change. It is important to acknowledge that
achieving all 12 transformative outcomes in a single interven-
tion is not realistic, given the long-term and complex nature
of sustainability transitions. However, recognizing the inter-
dependencies among the outcomes is vital to unlock

transformation. Thus, the focus should be on pursuing multi-
ple interventions that collectively contribute to advancing the
mission’s objectives.

Regarding the practical use of the TOs, one of the Vinnova
team members gave the following account:

I think the 12 transformative outcomes are a very fruitful
tool for distinguishing and monitoring the systemic aspects
of the mission-oriented approach. The challenge lies in
connecting the actual operational principles of the mission-
oriented work with these outcomes. (Written communica-
tion as part of the preparation phases for the workshop)

Beside the joint workshops, a closer and more fluid rela-
tionship was built with one of the Vinnova team members,
who acted as an intermediary, helping in translating the
theory-based formative evaluation methodology to
the Vinnova context and the strategic design principles to the
TIPC researchers. Having such an intermediary proved to be
crucial in guiding the process and defining the best approach
to advance in the engagement. The team meetings were co-
designed and co-developed with the intermediary, and this
was conducive to building trust between both teams and navi-
gating expectations more effectively. The final part of each of
the three workshops was dedicated to reflecting on the en-
counter, on how the participants felt, what worked and what
did not. As a parallel strategy to reflect upon the engagement,
the Vinnova team member who served as an intermediary and
two TIPC team members used a diary in which they recorded
their reflections on the learning process from the perspective
of knowledge, attitudes and interactions (van Mierlo et al.
2010). The diary, called the dynamic reflexive binnacle,1 was
an effective tool for recording the process and reflecting on
what type of learning was being developed.

3.2 Phase 2: Developing the final ToC (August–

December 2020)

During the second half of 2020, the context for the formative
evaluation work changed. Vinnova launched a new organiza-
tional configuration which included the creation of a food
area within the agency. The changes resulted in Vinnova
investing less time and fewer team members in the activity.
The team was reduced to two people (the person who had
acted as an intermediary and one of the project managers,
who became head of the newly created food area), while other
members of the original team were reallocated to other tasks.
The enduring involvement of the new head of area signalled
that the engagement continued to be seen as important, de-
spite the lessened resources. The teams held four workshops
during this period, along with one-to-one encounters and
preparation of a regional (for European Nordic region) TIPC
learning event. Work continued on reducing and refining the
six previous outcomes (Table 3), focusing on the mid and
long term. As a product of the deliberation process, the
Vinnova team decided to focus on three outcomes that could
be monitored in the short and medium term. The outcomes re-
flect a focus on destabilizing the food regime and the connec-
tion with niche actors as a strategy to further develop the
transformation process. Furthermore, they should not be un-
derstood as having a strict sequential order or varying levels
of complexity. It is essential to develop strategies concurrently
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across all three outcomes. These are the final outcomes
depicted in the ToC (Figure 1):

• O1. New understanding of the food system in terms of
agents and configuration (strengthening regime-niche
interactions, unlearning and deep learning in regimes, and
learning in niches).

• O2. Policy and business actors within the food system
change their perceptions and behaviours with regard to
the relationship between the three dimensions of sustain-
ability (unlearning and deep learning in regimes, changing
perceptions of landscape pressures).

• O3. Government agencies work together to produce alter-
natives for new sustainable Retail systems (dealigning and
destabilizing regimes).

3.3 Phase 3: Monitoring, evaluation and learning

plan. Broadening learning (January 2021–December

2021)

During 2021, Vinnova’s re-organization took full effect, af-
fecting the resources available to implement further activities
of the food mission and therefore its evaluation. The work fo-
cused on defining a monitoring, evaluation and learning

Table 3. Shorter list of outcomes of the preliminary ToC

Macro-process Transformative outcome Outcome

Opening up and unlocking regimes Unlearning and deep learning in regimes 1. Develop a new way of working within the
state, new methods, practices, less linear and
reactive, more circular, dialogue-driven and
open, allowing for new voices other than the
‘usual suspects’.

2. Among incumbent policy and industry
actors of the Swedish food policy system,
there is still an overarching goal of economic
growth—where sustainability comes second.
By allowing these actors to recognize this ac-
tively and explore what it means to put sus-
tainability first, the mission work can
contribute to the unlearning processes of, not
least, policymakers.

3. Changing behaviour with show and tell,
through ‘champions’, to make a convincing
case for behavioural change in the business-
crucial parts of the organization. By ques-
tioning the assumption that there is a contra-
dictory relationship between sustainability
and economic growth, the regime actors can
change their beliefs. By providing an alluring
arena for thought exchange, we can get re-
gime actors to converse around risk-sharing
with niche actors from other parts of the
system.

Empowering niche-regime interactions 4. Regime actors: providing the internal niche-
actors with a platform, including the more
business-strategic parts of the actors

5. Vinnova is seen as a more neutral party than
most other agencies within the food policy
segment (thanks to our historical
(non-)role)—through the type of dialogue/
workshop processes that the mission work
has set up, a new kind of communications
arena has occurred, which both incumbent
and niche actors are willing to engage in.

Changing perceptions of landscape pressures 6. When a state agency (with a rather good rep-
utation in the policy and industry system of
Sweden) such as Vinnova dares to recognize
the need for transformative change and a
new way of approaching SDGs, incumbent
and niche actors dare to think that a new or-
der is possible—meaning both a real threat
and a possibility. By standing up for other
actors, and actively advocating a more radi-
cal approach towards sustainability,
Vinnova can contribute to normalizing a
shift from growth to sustainability.
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(MEL) plan based on the outcomes defined. New members
joined from the Vinnova side, including a division director
and a project manager, who was involved in the first phase of
the process. The team defined qualitative and quantitative
indicators to monitor the process for each of the outcomes
and the linked assumptions. The TIPC researchers used indic-
ative evaluation questions, questions related to the TOs, defi-
nition of indicators and the methods for data collection (a
detailed table with all this information is presented in
Supplementary Annex S1). The teams then decided to test the
MEL plan in the area of the food mission that was most devel-
oped, related to the transformation of the public school meals
served nationwide. This process included the analysis of inter-
nal data such as reports, digital boards, slides, webpages and
spreadsheets with participants of different engagements. This
analysis was complemented by five interviews with

policymakers from the national food and procurement agen-
cies, an entrepreneur, other policymakers within Vinnova and
two practitioners who were part of a design agency hired by
Vinnova to support the participative workshops with differ-
ent actors in the food national ecosystem. The results of this
analysis were presented in a workshop with the Vinnova team
involved in the process and project managers and analysts
from other areas as a strategy to embed the learning process
within the agency.

The process concluded with implications to develop further
phases that include other outcomes related with niches within
the mission ToC. Moreover, in this process, the group
reflected on how transitions are processes featuring contro-
versy and consensus at different levels and stages. Therefore,
the following steps might also involve controversy rather than
prioritizing consensus among participants. The workshop

Figure 1. Vinnova’s food area Theory of Change.
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also provided feedback for the management structure, capaci-
ties and capabilities within Vinnova, by demonstrating the ne-
cessity of adapting routines to agile design processes and
formative evaluation tools that need to be embedded within
the policy strategy cycle (Howlett and Ramesh 1995). It was
also clear that the food area and its experimental methodolo-
gies required further shielding from the higher managerial
structure.

Furthermore, the work expanded beyond the food area,
thus reconnecting with the original objective of disseminating
learning to the whole organization. Results from this phase
highlighted the importance of gathering, as in the first phase,
broader areas within Vinnova and inviting key allies from
other organizations before the process has ended.

3.4 Phase 4: Closing down on main learnings,

opening up on new endeavours (January–March

2022)

The experimental policy engagement between both teams was
finalized in March 2022 with two in-person workshops in
Vinnova. The workshops were co-designed with the Vinnova
team, including the head of the systems transformation and a
senior analyst. The first workshop aimed to expand critical
learnings with other areas within Vinnova and strategic part-
ners for the strategic innovation programmes (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 second workshop was a dedicated space
between the food area and the TIPC researchers aimed at
summarizing the main learnings from the engagement, pre-
senting the current state of affairs for the area and reflecting
together on possible ways to move forward.

For the first workshop, TIPC researchers produced a
Learning History (LH) to expand learning beyond the food
mission experience. LHs are used mainly in organizational
learning traditions (Roth 1996; Roth and Kleiner 1998;
Parent, Roch and Béliveau 2007) to present specific experien-
ces and their underlying challenges and takeaways from a
general relatable story that acts as a vehicle to ignite reflection
in different contexts. The main component of the LH is the di-
rect voices of the protagonists—in this case, the Vinnova team
involved in the engagement—on specific topics emerging from
the engagement. The LH used in the workshop concerned the
value of TIPC’s approach to policy design and presented three
challenges to reflect upon: (1) mainstreaming learning coming
from specific policy testing is not a straightforward process;
(2) 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 policy-
making teams; and (3) destabilizing dominant practices and
routines in policy also means destabilizing one’s organization.
The session enabled a collective and active reflection on the
obstacles and enablers for system transformation using
the inputs from the formative evaluation developed by the
Vinnova-TIPC team.2

The second workshop included all the food area members,
including the two Vinnova members active in the engagement.
A visualization of their ToC and its guiding TOs helped the
team to reflect upon the need to place more emphasis on

building, nurturing and strengthening niches. The workshop
deepened strategies in terms of policy instruments (i.e. calls,
direct funding, the search for intermediary organizations) to
expand the current ToC and achieve the aims of the food mis-
sions. After the workshop, new calls on mobilization and
learning initiatives for future innovation towards niche crea-
tion were launched.3 This work is ongoing and the results are
yet to be seen.

For each of the four phases, different methods were used to
support the engagement process. It was clear from the begin-
ning that keeping an open mind to different approaches and
honouring radical experimentation was the only way to move
forward. Table 4 presents a summary of the different partici-
pants, outputs and methods used in the formative evaluation.

4. Experiencing the evaluation. Learnings from
the process

In this section, we describe our main takeaways in implement-
ing the TIPC-formative evaluation approach, which is based
on the four elements highlighted by Turnheim et al. (2015) to
describe initiative-based learning interventions in transition:
understanding expectations, learning by doing, environment
and resource constraints, and responding to emergent pro-
cesses. Additionally, we provide insights on the role and atti-
tudes of evaluators, which we consider crucial in the
evaluation of TIP.

All the quotes appearing in the following five subsections
have been anonymized. They are taken from the in-depth
interviews conducted in each of the phases, the Learning
History and the dynamic reflexive binnacle (see Table 4).

4.1 Understanding expectations

‘We have found that clearly expressing each other’s
assumptions and expectations in the intervention at the
start of the process is a factor of success’. (Vinnova team
member).

Starting an engagement is always challenging, more so
when it comes to evaluation. The process of building the right
group energy that empowers and leads to action requires time
and trust. However, engagements are bound by time con-
straints and output deliveries, which can make the team focus
on the set plan rather than the final purpose. We did not
spend enough time at the beginning of the engagement getting
to know each other and understanding each other’s (TIPC’s
and Vinnova’s) perspectives and methodologies. The TIPC
team built a methodology with set steps and felt pressed to de-
liver tangible outputs such as the ToC. As we explained be-
fore, the methodologies were at odds with the approach to
setting transformation pathways, but the team only under-
stood this after several working sessions and one-to-one re-
flection sessions with the person who would take on the role
of intermediator. Once misunderstandings and frustrations
were expressed and addressed, both teams had the right mind-
set and energy to work together. Gaining trust by clearly
expressing expectations at the start of the process would have
saved time and energy and is crucial to the evaluation process.
The following quote from a Vinnova team member expresses
the relevance of dedicating time to share conceptions and
agree on goals and expectations.
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When I think of setting up a similar project in the future or
in another context, I think one of my main takeaways is
that it would be necessary to spend more time talking at
the beginning of the project. Within the group, you need to
allow for everyone to clearly speak out about expectations
and assumptions. What are the assumptions about each
other, and what do we as researchers and practitioners, as
well as individuals, expect when it comes to working with
each other. (Vinnova team member).

Both teams finally built a safe and respectful space to talk about
the process, which was fundamental to enabling co-creating pro-
cesses, as was expressed by a Vinnova team member:

Having the opportunity, in a safe space, to have a serious
conversation about what we are doing while we are doing
it and to build up trust. To come to that point has taken
some time, with some excursions outside of the map that
we intended to be within, but I think I have learned a lot.
(Vinnova team member).

4.2 Learning by doing
4.2.1 A ‘bricolage of techniques’
Nevertheless, understanding each other’s points of view when
the participants have different sets of capabilities, professional
and cultural backgrounds can be stressful, challenging and
time-consuming. It requires the team to remain flexible re-
garding the expected outputs from each interaction and to ac-
knowledge that deviations from the original plan can be a

source of meaningful learning and should be accepted and
even embraced. To this end, we used various sets of techni-
ques. The TIPC team organized face-to-face and online work-
shops, used online interviews and developed two tools (the
dynamic reflexive binnacle and the learning history) to cap-
ture the learnings accumulated through the process. We acted
as bricoleurs: ‘Bricolage is built on a foundation of eclecti-
cism, an open-minded approach that eschews rigidly follow-
ing recipes about how things ought to be done but instead
considers multiple methods, designs, and inquiry possibilities,
often combining diverse approaches in creative and situation-
ally appropriate, insightful, and useful ways’. (Patton 2020:
101). As in the Blue Marble evaluation approach proposed by
Patton (2020), in our formative evaluation approach, a brico-
lage of techniques proved to be essential given the diversity of
situations, applications and the dynamic nature of the differ-
ent policy interventions with which we interacted.

4.2.2 Rooting the evaluation approach in theory
Our formative evaluation approach has a strong theoretical
background based on transitions theory. We have realized
how this distinctive feature makes it meaningful for partici-
pants, allowing them to reflect on their intervention and,
eventually, reorient it.

In the Vinnova case, the theoretical inputs were difficult to
introduce. When the TIPC team started the engagement,
Vinnova was designing its intervention following an experi-
mental strategic-design approach, as we mentioned before.
According to this approach, a way of delivering ambitious
change is a continuous design of a prototype that can be

Table 4. Participants, methods and outputs of the Vinnova-TIPC formative evaluation process

Phase Who was involved Methods Outputs

Developing a preliminary ToC and
selecting the TOs

Four Vinnova team members
Four TIPC researchers

Training exercises as learning plat-
forms (highly interactive, based
on experience); slide-decks, col-
laborative online boards as sour-
ces for reflection and
interaction; rapid feedback
interviews; in-depth interviews
with Vinnova team members;
one-to-one reflection meetings

slide-decks
reflexive dynamic binnacle
Preliminary ToC

Developing the final ToC Two Vinnova team members
Four TIPC researchers
A communications officer and a
designer from TIPC

One-to-one reflection meetings;
collaborative online boards;
documentary analysis as input
for workshops design; online
mentoring/coaching; in-depth
interviews with Vinnova and
TIPC members;

Reflexive dynamic binnacle
Final ToC and infographic of
the ToC

Broadening learning Four Vinnova team members
Four TIPC researchers
Key stakeholders from other
government agencies, design
agency and a food entrepreneur

Historical data analysis; documen-
tary analysis; in-depth inter-
views with policymakers from
other Swedish Agencies and
Vinnova team in charge of the
school food mission; reflective
practice session about data
analysis results with different
areas in Vinnova

Learning history;
Monitoring, evaluation and
learning plan
Report with the evaluation
analysis of the activities devel-
oped during 2021 with implica-
tions for further phases

Closing down on main learnings,
opening up on new endeavours

Six Vinnova team members
Four TIPC researchers
Key stakeholders from other
government agencies
Broader officers in Vinnova
from other areas

In-depth interviews with Vinnova
members; Training exercises as
learning platforms; rapid feed-
back interviews; training exer-
cises as learning platforms;
reflective practice session with
the food area group

Learning histories
Final Reports with implications
for the evaluation of the food
mission-oriented policy strategy
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tested and refined over time (Young 2010), without pre-
defining specific desired outcomes (Gaziulusoy and Erdo�gan
Öztekin 2019). Instead, we started our engagement attempt-
ing to build a ToC and then deriving the TOs from it. This
resulted in a clash between the two different perspectives,
which brought tensions and difficulties. As one of Vinnova’s
participants recalled:

From the broader perspective of the mission-oriented work
and its design-oriented approach, it has turned out to be
complex and somewhat ‘unfitting’ to map out a ToC in the
‘classical way’ [input-output-activities-actors-outcomes] at
this point in time. The mission-oriented work is not based
on a pre-defined map; rather, the work is to build up along
the way, with an overall direction [the missions] as the
guiding principle. (Vinnova participant).

To address these initial differences, the TIPC team focused
on the objectives and practices laid out in the previous two
sections: developing trust and mutual understanding through
the generation of safe spaces, and the use of a variety of tech-
niques in a flexible way. The evaluators abandoned the idea
of mapping out a ToC and focused, instead, on identifying
the four most relevant outcomes that the food policy team
wanted to achieve (see Figure 1).

Despite these difficulties in using the theory, it was ac-
knowledged by the Vinnova team that the ToC and the TOs
could be valuable in challenging and mobilizing ‘regime’
actors.

Then you discovered other things and deeper dimensions
in them than you would have done otherwise, so [it was]
very valuable. Yeah, extremely valuable. I think in many
cases, necessary. If you really want to mobilise, change the
ambitions of the actors that could actually influence the
game. (Vinnova’s leadership).

It was also acknowledged that the use of theory during the
evaluation can provide a transformative narrative, although it
can be supported with stronger data.

When I sit in different discussions where I had been over
about how we should construct new ways of governing ini-
tiatives with the potential to transform systems, that is a
perspective that I need, but I’m not yet really able to ver-
balise it as well as I should be, to use it as arguments and
we need strong arguments if we’re going to get some of
these perspectives [. . .] So, I would say the theory around
transformative outcomes is super interesting. We need to
test it more; we need more concrete cases, basically, that I
can point to. And maybe this is my own limitation, that I
haven’t enough data basically on this. (Vinnova’s
leadership).

4.2.3 The role of intermediaries
The challenges described in the previous subsections were suc-
cessfully addressed thanks to members in both teams taking
the roles of intermediaries. Such a role was not planned but
became essential for the process, as one of the evaluators
recalls:

When you try to bring something as new as the transfor-
mative outcomes, which is somewhat theoretical, to a
group of people who work within different contexts, you
need a translator, someone who translates our words. I
think we are fulfilling this role as well, but it is obvious to
me that you need someone from the agency, from the orga-
nisation. (TIPC team member).

Online interactions make it more difficult to grasp an expe-
riential understanding of the context, and thus the role of an
intermediary becomes even more crucial. The person who
took on this role helped the team of evaluators better under-
stand the agency’s culture, and its emergent design approach
to missions, making the theoretical framework and methodol-
ogy more applicable and context-sensitive. In addition, she
provided updated information on relevant organizational
changes, participants’ duties, time constraints and inner orga-
nizational tensions. Reflection interactions between the inter-
mediary and the TIPC team became essential for establishing
trust with the intermediary and, through her, with other
Vinnova participants.

As one TIPC member pointed out:

Her intermediation has opened up possibilities to under-
stand each other’s expectations and to unblock different
stages in the process when frustration was growing among
all the team members [. . .] I have had one-to-one conversa-
tions with her, and she has helped me to better understand
the mission’s group dynamics and reflection processes. By
doing that, I have gained trust, and I have enlarged my
readiness to reflect on the processes. Then, I consider that
having a person in her role is fundamental for each of the
projects we envisage in the coming times. (TIPC member).

4.2.4 Constraints
However, time and resource constraints, along with changes
in the organizational structure on the Vinnova side, created
stress in the engagement and limited the initial scope of the
evaluation, which included monitoring indicators for each of
the outcomes defined by the team. The Vinnova teams and
leadership also reported that although the process was highly
relevant for the food area team, the investment of time from
the Vinnova members and its context-dependency makes it
difficult to apply to other contexts, as one of the heads of de-
partment mentioned:

I think it has the potential to have a lot of value, the project
itself was started as an experiment and it was started as a
niche, if you want [. . .] What we realise now, two years in,
is that it is quite challenging to translate these experiences
to our mainstream way of working and, for a while, we
were really struggling with understanding how to scale
this. Because, as we’ve discussed many times, it is very
time-consuming to add a layer of evaluation through the
actual project (Vinnova’s leadership).

This statement outlines one of the limitations of the forma-
tive evaluation approach: it requires resources dedicated to
the engagement. From the TIPC side, the 2-year contract
agreement guaranteed the involvement needed. However,
reflecting on the engagement from Vinnova’s side, we argue
that the experimental character of this evaluation was an
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element that hindered the adequate provision of time.
Embedding, in a more specific manner, the formative evalua-
tion engagement as part of the workload of Vinnova’s work-
ers may have been a way of overcoming the barrier of the
lack of time. However, this would have required a clear com-
mitment from the organization to the experimental nature of
the formative evaluation, which is somewhat difficult in such
a large organization.

Another struggle experienced through the engagement was
the scaling-up of results. As has been presented in Section 3.4,
the formative evaluation helped the food mission team to act
directly in their policy design and shape the expected outputs
inspired by the TOs. However, we were unable to properly
diffuse these valuable results. Vinnova is a large organization,
in which multiple processes are in play concurrently; the for-
mative evaluation was one of many such processes, one very
different from other traditional policy approaches. Without a
doubt, its experimental niche nature will require time and dif-
ferent organizational capacities to upscale the approach to
other programmes and areas.

4.3 The evaluators’ role and attitudes

As we have described, the engagement was a source of learn-
ing for both teams starting with the reconfiguration of
assumptions on the role of researchers and practitioners in
highly experimental settings where co-creation and co-
production of knowledge are core to the process. A Vinnova
team member described in some detail the problems we faced:

One problematic, and commonly occurring, aspect of this
is the way we as practitioners tend to relate to researchers
as consultants [. . .] researchers are viewed as experts who
are supposed to help the practitioners to solve specific
issues. Practitioners, who tend to be busy and focused on
practical solutions, thus enter the exchange with a ‘what’s-
in-it-for-us’ mentality, and expect the researchers to deliver
tools and advice in a similar way as consultants would. In
the case of TIPC, I think this generally occurring tendency
was a bit further enhanced by the ambitious (and, indeed,
partly selling) tone and professional format of communica-
tions material of the consortium. Actually, in the same
way, the high expectations of Vinnova (in general and
within TIPC) might partly derive from the agency’s capac-
ity and strategy regarding communications and self-
proclaimed profile. Another, quite contradictory, aspect of
the imbalance in expectations, lies in the simultaneously
existing assumption that researchers do not know the real-
ity of the practitioners as well as the practitioners do them-
selves. (Vinnova team member).

Practitioners questioned the TIPC researchers’ role as eval-
uators and brought them to a ‘discomfort zone’. To deal with
this situation, the TIPC team had to acquire some of the atti-
tudes that Patton (2021: 123) highlights as relevant for trans-
forming the field of evaluation.

Questioning prevailing assumptions: The experimental
ethos and the reflexive practice of TIPC’s formative evalua-
tion approach start with the evaluators themselves. For the
TIPC team, the assumption of the need for a ‘classical’ ToC to
conduct the formative evaluation was questioned. Once it
was clear that such an approach was hindering rather than
helping the process, an adaptation to focus on the

identification and monitoring of desired outcomes was a way
to move forward.

Empathy and humility: Building trust and mutual under-
standing, as well as recognizing the essential role of
intermediaries, requires putting aside the ‘expert’ ego and en-
gaging with the practitioners with a high degree of empathy.

Openness to new opportunities, ideas and ways of thinking
and valuing of multiple perspectives: To act in context and
provide suitable support, the TIPC team used a combination
(bricolage) of techniques. Both teams left their comfort zone
and experimented to combine different practical and theoreti-
cal approaches.

Comfort with ambiguity and unfamiliar situations: The
COVID-19 pandemic forced the teams to work remotely.
This was an ‘unfamiliar’ situation that forced a reshaping of
the initial plan. The digital setting, coupled with the nature of
the engagement, stretched the TIPC team to be facilitators be-
yond the familiar researchers’ role, which involved enhancing
different competencies and dealing with ambiguity. The last
factor was the lack of familiarity of both teams with working
with new colleagues coming together from different realms of
practice. Taken together, both teams were often outside their
comfort zones, and yet the combination of flexibility, open-
ness and humility and the individual and collective reflection
they engaged in after each interaction helped them adapt and
work comfortably.

Adaptability and the ability to be cognitively nimble: This
attitude is closely related to the previous ones. Due to the ex-
perimental character of the engagements, the TIPC team had
to be adaptive and agile. The bricolage of methods and the
flexibility in using the ToC are examples of these attitudes.
Challenges like the difficulties in applying a theory-based ap-
proach required adaptations that, while preserving the theo-
retical base, led to diverse ways of setting up the evaluation
activities. The evaluators adapted their approach and played
facilitating and mediating roles to make the interactions more
dialogical without losing theoretical depth.

5. Conclusions

The experimental nature of TIPC’s formative evaluation
develops on the flexibility and agile approach to context-
based interventions. As we showed in the Vinnova engage-
ment, both teams had to explore diverse entry points in their
sense-making undertaking of the innovation policy design.
The evaluation was conceived as part of the process instead of
an initial or final stage, which anticipated and brought to light
assumptions, disagreements and possible transformational
failures. The interactions became richer once trust was en-
hanced and captured emerging learning was used as active
guidance for the subsequent stages, making the process trans-
parent, shareable and relevant to others. Reflexivity as a base
allowed the teams to navigate ambiguity and uncertainty
through intermediation and effective methods and techniques.

The use of theory to root the evaluation helped the
Vinnova team to focus on their intended transformative out-
comes. The TOs were core to the reflection process, in order
to view the current possibilities and maximize the possible im-
pact of the intervention. Having a set of outcomes based on
opening and destabilizing regimes and any outcome on niche
building and nurturing helped the team to reflect on their
assumptions and weaknesses in the mission design. The last
engagement phase was particularly enlightening for the design
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of the subsequent policy instruments, as explained above. The
theory helped the Vinnova team to have a broader systemic
view of the main socio-technical systems, question the level of
inclusivity in their engagements, and have a clear directional-
ity to focus their efforts.

However, we have also highlighted the limitations in mak-
ing the TIPC-formative evaluation approach inside the orga-
nization sustainable and scalable. The lack of time on the part
of Vinnova’s participants was overcome by adapting method-
ologies, reflecting on the process and having a member of
Vinnova acting as an intermediary. This is a relevant insight
that should be carefully considered in future engagements.
Furthermore, a more detailed agreement from the two sides
on the human resources needed and time allocation could
help to fit the formative evaluation process into organiza-
tional dynamics. The same can be said for the scaling up of
the insights of the evaluation. A formative approach to evalu-
ation should carefully consider how learning is embedded
into the organization. The engagement described in this paper
was successful in capturing learning among the participants;
however, more efforts should be placed on embedding what
has been learned into the organization.

Finally, a significant source of reflection and learning has
been to interrogate ourselves about our role as evaluators. We
argue that such a formative evaluation approach challenges
the role of evaluators, stretching them and requiring different
attitudes from those that are common in evaluation practice.
Evaluators questioned prevailing assumptions and exercised
empathy and humility easily; however, opening up to new op-
portunities, ideas and ways of thinking and valuing multiple
perspectives required further efforts to adapt methodologies
without losing the core principles of the theoretical frame-
work. The teams also found it difficult to be comfortable with
ambiguity and unfamiliar situations. Some discomfort was
present in both engagements, but participants learned how to
deal with it and become more relaxed in situations where dis-
agreements and differences in practices and culture emerged.
Adaptability has been essential throughout the engagement,
but, given the theory-led approach, there were limits in terms
of being cognitively nimble. However, the evaluators com-
bined different theoretical foundations when applying their
evaluation approach, adapting it to the needs and concepts
held by the participating practitioners. Although Patton
(2021) does not mention reflexivity as a key attitude, it was
very relevant in the case context. A reflexive practice was cru-
cial to overcoming challenges and enabling learning.

Supplementary data

Supplementary data are available at Research Evaluation
Journal online.
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Notes

1. The dynamic reflexive binnacle was a tool designed by the TIPC team
during the engagement to keep track of changes in attitudes, interac-
tions and knowledge (based on Beers, van Mierlo and Hoes, 2016) of
the engagement participants. Its aim was to encourage and keep a re-
cord of the learning process, containing reflections on the challenges
and successes throughout the interventions. It recorded changes in indi-
vidual and collective routines as a result of their interaction. It formed
part of the monitoring and evaluation process.

2. Learning histories were used to reflect on the engagement process and
its results. One of the learning histories can be found in https://www.tip
consortium.net/publication/learning-histories-vinnova-balancing-theory-and-
practice/.

3. See: https://www.vinnova.se/en/calls-for-proposals/mobiliserings-och-
larinsatser-for-2022-01228/a-new-recipe-for-the-food-system-mobiliza
tion/.
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