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education and innovation initiatives(for example 
in the Dutch Top Sector Innovat ion Pol icy).  
Obviously, more is happening than neo-liberal 
market-oriented moves. The direction and patterns, 
however, of re-configuring actor constellations are 
not clear yet. If we want to better understand and 
govern these dynamics it will be helpful to map 
and analyse what is happening, and placing it in 
larger frameworks. Such research and reflection can 
become an essential complement to the interactions 
between the various relevant organizations and 
actors, in terms of exchanges about good practices 
and exploring new collaborations – to be mobilised 
for innovation policy purposes.

Grand Societal Challenges as sites to 
explore and experiment with new actor 
constellations
The widely agreed need to address Grand Societal 
Challenges wil l (often) entail the requirement 
of wider system transformat ions (Kuhlmann 
& Rip 2015). In other words, more is necessary 
than technological and industrial innovation as 

traditionally studied and stimulated: also novel ways 
of assembling and re-assembling heterogeneous 
bits of work (including traditional innovation) are 
asked for. Here we are moving away from a focus 
on government and its responsibilities to consider 
the possibility of challenges (Grand or otherwise) 
being taken up in the R&D and innovation system 
more generally. This is important because most 
of knowledge production and innovation take 
place outside the sphere of direct inf luence of 
government agencies.
To enable system transformat ion, new actor 
constellations are of crucial importance. For Grand 
Challenges, there are good reasons to include a 
larger variety of actors, and consider new roles 
for tradit ional actors. The approach required 
to identify and to address Grand Challenges is 
to ‘assemble’, to create a more inclusive, socio-
technical system-oriented approach, embedding 
policy action in society. This can be achieved in 
several complementary ways. First, by making 
sure that key actors are involved, which implies 
that actor consort ia should be public-private, 

InI View

The widely agreed need to address Grand Societal 
Cha l lenges requ ires new constel lat ions and 
cooperation of actors, and is thus a site to explore 
such new constellations and their working. One 
can see such constel lat ions emerging and can 
draw upon them for innovation policy purposes.
Constel lat ions can also be created (designed) 
intentionally. In practice, this will often require 
nudging and modulating of what is happening 
already. Public-private partnerships are an example 
of such emerging configurations.

Emerging constellations of new actors in 
science, technology and innovation policy 
New constellations of actors in science, technology 
and innovation are emerging, as a patchwork of 
ongoing partial and contested transformations in 
society, industry and politics. The borders between 

science and society are opening up or being re-
defined. We witness a “growing interest in strategic 
research and accompanying institutional changes, 
greater citizen involvement and science becoming 
more ref lexive about its own role and impacts. 
Frictions and tensions occur, partly because of these 
trends” (Siune et al. 2009, 4). Key institutions like 
universities and funding agencies are changing, in 
general, and occasionally to facilitate ‘Responsible 
Research and Innovation (RRI)’, also without 
using that label explicitly. This is visible in calls 
for a ‘civic university’ (Goddard 2009) or the ‘new 
American university’ where students of diverse 
backgrounds and faculty aim to serve society and 
their communities (Crow & Dabars 2015). At the 
same time we see new actors l ike regions (and 
cities), Civil Society Organisations and charitable 
foundat ions becoming involved in research, 

“The approach required to identify and to address Grand 

Challenges is to ‘assemble’, to create a more inclusive, 

socio-technical system-oriented approach, 

embedding policy action in society.”

New constellations of actors addressing Grand 
Challenges: Evolving Concertation1

Stefan Kuhlmann and Arie Rip 

University of Twente

1_ Variations of this paper were presented at the Eu-SPRI Forum Annual Conference, Helsinki, June 2015, and at the 1st Asian Innovation Forum, Seoul, August 2015.
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institutions and processes. It answers political and 
organizational complexities and uncertainties with 
explorative strategies, instead of relying only on 
orthodox or preservative means”(Kuhlmann et al. 
2015).
Tentat ive governance would include a meta-
governance dimension(Jessop 2002) addressing the 
‘other Grand Challenge’ of transforming R&D and 
innovation systems. Meta-governance(‘governance 
of governance’) is visible in emerging modes of 
‘social technologies’ of framing and facilitating 
art iculat ion, contestat ion and negot iat ion of 
competing views of coping with innovation and 
transformation – social technologies working 
as a kind of ‘crash barrier’ guiding the ongoing 

‘making’ of governance across the various domains 
of the research and innovation system effectively. 
The move towards concertat ion by bodies at 
arm’s length from central pol icy makers is a 
manifestation of meta-governance. 
The success of such a move, for t rad it ional 
institutions of science and innovation as well as 
semi-independent concertation bodies will depend 
on the context. Taking a longer term view, over a 
few decades, one can see changes in institutions, so 
their inertia is not absolute. For the tentative (meta-) 
 governance and concertation, one needs openings 
in the system, and actors who are able and willing 
to step in. That is why we emphasize the role of 
new combinations of old and new actors. 

including charitable or philanthropic foundations 
playing a key role because they are free to move, 
and tend to go for public interest goals. Second, 
combined economic and social issues and related 
changes are a key feature of addressing Grand 
Challenges, so social innovation must be included. 
Third, intermediary organisat ions and spaces 
they offer for interactions are important to enable 
and improve concerted action, without having a 
master plan. In the course of such developments, 
existing organisations may transform themselves. 
For example, research funding agencies may 
play more than their traditional role of funding 
research proposals, now adding reference to a 
Grand Challenge. They can adopt a central role 
in defining and/or managing a concerted action 
(there are precedents). Fourth, such a role will 
require new capacities and capabilities, so learning 
and transformation will be necessary. In short, a 
wider understanding and concept of innovation 
and system transformation is required which can 
draw on potentially constructive and productive 
interactions between heterogeneous actors. 
To make such new actor constellations constructive 
and productive, concentration is needed. Typically, 
actors addressing Grand Societal Challenges find 
themselves in distributed, even disconnected 
situations. Still, concertation is possible to some 
extent, and there are interesting examples. One 
can think of road mapping, often a public-private 
undertaking. Road mapping exercises do require 
a prior definition of the goal to be reached, but 
the actual exercises tend to discuss the nature and 
values of these goals as well. Thus, road mapping 
might be useful to address Grand Challenges, not 
just to specify how to get there, but also to help 
to articulate what the Grand Challenge might be. 
An interesting example of spaces for concertation 
are the European Technology Platforms, some of 
them leading on to Joint Technology Initiatives. 
They were set up from 2004 onwards, building on 

existing networks and initiatives and stimulating 
new ones. Strategy documents would be created 
identifying challenges, coordination would occur, 
and – hopeful ly – act ion taken. The themes 
often show a technology supply orientat ion, 
but there are references to broader issues l ike 
sustainabil ity. Part icularly interest ing because 
of its bottom-up dynamics is the European 
Nanoelectronics Initiative Advisory Council, led 
by the big incumbents in the sector, and through 
its members also coordinating with their North-
American and East-Asian counterparts. In short, 
concertation will allow for and become effective 
through dedicated spaces, social as well as material 
spaces, with emerging boundaries and stabilising 
internal arrangements (Rip & Joly 2012), created 
by institutional and policy entrepreneurs, to foster 
constructive and productive interactions. 

Concertation through tentative (meta-)
governance
Since system transformation, even when recognized 
by major actors as important, will be demanding 
given the inertia of institutions and the multitude 
of interests involved, it will not be easy to address 
the governance challenge that Grand Challenges 
present: “the other Grand Challenge” (Kuhlmann 
& Rip 2015). It is much easier to fall back on 
existing ST&I policies and instruments. Given 
the diverse, often even conflicting perspectives 
and interests of  actors and the evolving nature 
of constel lat ions (and of art icu lat ion of the 
substance of the Grand Challenges), tentative 
modes of governance are required: “Governance 
is ‘tentative’ when it is designed as a particularly 
dynamic process to manage interdependencies 
and contingencies in a non-finalizing way; rather 
prudent and preliminary than prescriptive and 
persistent. Tentative governance typically aims at 
creating spaces of openness, probing and learning 
instead of try ing to l imit opt ions for actors, 
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