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Overview 

It has long been acknowledged that a combination of technology push and demand pull instruments 
is required for stimulating innovation. In addition, to address climate change, population growth, 
rapid urbanization, and other grand societal challenges, systemic instruments have been proposed 
to complement more traditional innovation policies (Smits and Kuhlmann 2004, Wieczorek and 
Hekkert 2012, Borrás and Edquist 2013). Also, several contributions in a special issue in Research 
Policy from December 2012 discussed the need for a new generation of mission-oriented policy 
instruments (Foray et al 2012), with some of the authors arguing for policy mixes rather than 
singular policy instruments (Veugelers 2012). Policy mixes can be understood as “complex 
arrangements of multiple goals and means which, in many cases, have developed incrementally over 
many years” (Kern and Howlett 2009: 395). Policy mixes for stimulating innovation have recently 
received an increasing interest in innovation studies, with several contributions published in 
Research Policy (Flanagan et al. 2011, Magro and Wilson 2013, Quitzow 2015, Kivimaa and Kern 
2016, Rogge and Reichardt 2016) and other innovation studies journals (Borrás and Edquist 2013, 
Reichardt and Rogge 2015, Reichardt et al. 2016, Uyarra et al. 2016). Many of these contributions 
focus on how such instruments interact (Guerzoni & Raiteri 2015; del Río 2010). This academic 
interest is mirrored by an increasing recognition of policy makers and international organisations of 
the importance to view innovation policy through the lens of policy mixes (e.g. OECD, IEA, and EU). 
An early example is a study commissioned by the European Commission to investigate which mixes 
of policies are most effective to increase the quantity and performance of research investments 
(Nauwelaers et al. 2009). 

Within these emerging discussions it was recognized that more research is needed on how such 
policy mixes should look like and in particular the implications of the need to address sustainability 
transitions, with the decarbonisation of the energy system and the wider economy being the prime 
example (Markard et al. 2012). For such sustainability transitions, it has been argued that policy 
mixes are required to address not only market failures, such as negative environmental externalities 
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of greenhouse gas emissions, but also structural and transformational system failures, such as 
institutional failures or directionality failure regarding the direction of a transformation process 
(Weber & Rohracher 2012). The importance of policy mixes in addressing this array of failures in 
meeting societal challenges such as climate change, have been recognized by the OECD in its recent 
report on system innovation (OECD 2015). However, questions about the need for new types of 
instruments in policy mixes, requirements for enhanced policy intelligence and administrative 
capacities, the evolution of policy mixes over time, or insights into the management of resistance of 
target groups remain to be addressed. It is gaps like these that this special issue on policy mixes for 
sustainability transitions aims to address, thereby enabling timely policy advice.  

In the existing literature the majority of academic contributions focused on policy mixes as portfolios 
of instruments originating from various governance levels and policy fields. While analysis often 
focused on interactions between instruments (Del Rio 2014), this special issue intends to go beyond 
this focus on instrument interactions because today’s grand societal challenges call for a broader 
perspective on policy mixes (Flanagan et al 2011, Rogge and Reichardt 2016). First, the need for 
steering the direction of innovation is argued to require greater analytical attention to the 
innovation impact of credible long-term policy strategies, such as the recent Paris Agreement on 
limiting global warming (Schmidt et al. 2012, Rogge et al 2011). Second, it has been pointed out that 
in the context of grand societal challenges, innovation policy mixes aiming at structural change 
within a sector may need to pursue simultaneously the ‘creation’ of new innovations as well as the 
‘destruction’ of incumbent systems (Kivimaa and Kern 2016). Third, at the same time there has also 
been a critical appreciation that real-world policy mixes may never be completely consistent but that 
policy makers should strive for an increased coordination across policy levels and policy fields to 
improve the effectiveness of these mixes (McLean 2004, Quitzow 2015). Fourth, it has been stressed 
that research ought to pay greater attention to the policy processes through which policy mixes 
evolve (Boehholt 2010; Chung 2013), both because of their explanatory power regarding the design 
of policy mixes and due to their direct influence on innovation processes (Flanagan et al. 2011, 
Rogge and Reichardt 2016). Finally, attention has also shifted to the co-evolution of policy making 
and technological change and thus to dynamic changes in policy mixes (Hoppmann et al., 2014, 
Reichardt et al. 2016).  

We therefore follow Rogge and Reichardt 2016 in conceptualizing policy mixes for sustainability 
transitions as not only being constituted of interacting instruments and corresponding policy 
strategies with their long-term targets, but also explicitly include the policy processes which shape 
the policy mix. In this context, we broadly define policy processes as “political problem-solving 
processes among constrained social actors in the search for solutions to societal problems” (Rogge 
and Reichardt 2016: 1625). Given the increased interest in the processes underlying policy mix 
developments, and in the co-evolution of policy making and technological change, we argue that the 
emerging research on policy mixes within the innovation studies field would benefit from cross-
fertilizations with related work in the policy studies literature (e.g. Rayner and Howlett 2009, 
Howlett and del Rio 2015). This literature focusses on assessing policy mixes against policy mix 
characteristics such as coherence and consistency, which has already been taken up in the context of 
low-carbon innovation (Kern and Howlett 2009, Rogge and Schleich 2015). The potential ‘fit’ of 
proposed new policy programmes or instruments with their governance context is also considered 
important (Howlett and Rayner 2013). One of the key arguments in this literature is that new policy 
developments are almost always constrained by previous policy choices. For example, Howlett and 
Rayner (2007) argue that the degree to which institutionalisation has occurred is variable and that 
the implementation of new policy programmes and governance arrangements depends on a number 
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of well-understood processes such as increasing returns and other kinds of positive feedback, sunk 
costs, and incremental policy learning.  

We argue that drawing on this line of research can help the innovation studies community to better 
conceptualize and analyse through which kinds of processes policy mixes develop over time and 
what the likely outputs and innovation impacts of such processes are, as well as better 
understanding the politics of such processes and the necessary skills required by policymakers. 
There is a range of existing theories which can help explain policy processes (such as the advocacy 
coalitions framework, punctuated equilibrium theory, the multiple streams approach, or policy 
feedback theory, see Sabatier and Weible 2014) which could be drawn on to explain the evolution of 
policy mixes but there is currently limited work applying these theories in the field of innovation 
studies.  There is also value in bringing in additional insights from the policy design literature such as 
Hood’s NATO model which also has received limited attention so far in an innovation studies context 
(Martin 2016). Given the great potential value of the conceptual frameworks developed in the policy 
studies literature for generating a better understanding of policy mixes for sustainability transitions, 
this special issue aims to bring together novel theoretical and empirical contributions from scholars 
in innovation studies as well as policy studies in order to facilitate cross-fertilisation of ideas and 
further advancements of research on policy mixes.  

 

Aims and contributions 

The proposed special issue has three aims: 

1. To bring together emerging empirical and theoretical studies in this field to bundle them and 
increase the visibility for the theme of policy mixes for sustainability transitions; 

2. To bring together authors from innovation studies and policy studies literatures to promote 
especially conceptual novelty in the way innovation scholars understand policy mixes; 

3. To synthesize highly relevant policy insights derived from the emerging academic work on 
policy mixes for sustainability transitions, thereby responding to the recent interest in policy 
mixes by key organisations, such as the OECD. 

 

In order to achieve these aims, the proposed special issue is seeking contributions addressing the 
following research questions: 

· Conceptual improvements of policy mix thinking: How can we better conceptualise policy 
mixes and go beyond an understanding which purely focuses on desired combinations of 
instruments? 

· Policy processes and policy mixes: What can innovation scholars interested in policy mixes 
learn from the policy studies literature about policy processes? How can we analyse the 
politics of policy mixes aimed at addressing sustainability transitions? Which implications 
can be drawn for managing resistance to change? 

· Co-evolutionary dynamics of policy mixes: How do policy mixes emerge over time, how do 
they impact on innovation and technological change, and how do these impacts influence 
the further evolution of policy mixes? 

· Designing policy mixes: How can complementarity within policy mixes be achieved? How 
can policymakers deal with spill-over effects? How to go about 'patching' policy mixes? 
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· Evaluating policy mixes: How can one analyse the ‘optimality’ of policy mixes? When is a 
policy mix ‘sub-optimal’? What methods can be used for evaluating policy mixes? 

· Directionality of policy mixes: What is the role of long-term policy targets and their 
credibility for innovation processes? How can governments improve the perception of the 
credibility of policy signals by innovators? How do companies make sense of conflicting 
policy signals and how does this influence their innovation strategies? 

· Policy mixes for creative destruction: Which role do policies aimed at phasing out undesired 
technologies or practises play for innovation in alternatives?  

· Policy mix characteristics: Which influence do broader characteristics of policy mixes, such 
as their consistency, comprehensiveness, credibility or coherence have on innovation? 

· Institutional implications of policy mixes: Which implications result from the complexities 
of innovation policy mixes for institutional designs, administrative capacities, and policy 
learning across multiple jurisdictions? 

· Methodological novelty in analysing policy mixes: Which research designs, novel qualitative 
and quantitative methods, new data sources and operationalisations of policy mixes are best 
suited to studying policy mixes and their role in innovation processes? Which are useful 
approaches for boundary setting and establishing causal relationships between policy mixes 
and innovation? 

In addition, we are also open to contributions which advance our understanding of instrument 
interactions, as this remains a central constituent of policy mix research. Contributions could address 
questions such as which combinations of instruments effectively promote sustainability transitions, 
or what is the role of specific instrument design features for instrument interactions. 

We welcome conceptional and/or empirical papers, using quantitative and/or qualitative 
methodologies and are especially interested in interdisciplinary contributions. 

 

Workshop for contributors 

This is an open, competitive call for contributions from innovation studies and policy studies scholars, 
and researchers with related backgrounds and an interest in policy mixes for sustainability 
transitions. We will select 12-15 contributions whose authors (one of the authors, if several co-
authors) will be invited to a 2-day workshop taking place at SPRU at the University of Sussex in 
February 2017. Costs for accommodation and travel will be reimbursed. Funding for the workshop is 
provided through the Centre on Innovation and Energy Demand which is funded through Research 
Councils UK. Full draft papers are to be submitted in advance of the workshop and every paper will 
be allocated two discussants (one author of one of the other papers and one guest editor). After 
feedback at the workshop, the papers will be revised and then submitted to Research Policy (if our 
revised special issue proposal will be accepted; if not, an alternative outlet will be approached). 1  

 

 

                                                           
1  Our proposal for this special issue has been reviewed by Research Policy and received very favourable 

reviews in terms of the relevance and novelty of the proposed subject. However, due to the uncertainty 
associated with our open call for contributors the journal asked us to revise our proposal in light of the 
actual contributions. We intend to do so and resubmit our revised proposal by September 1, 2016 as we 
can then include the authors, titles and abstracts of the selected workshop papers. 

http://www.sussex.ac.uk/spru/
http://cied.ac.uk/
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Process for reviewing paper proposals 

We will select workshop participants on the basis of the quality and novelty of the proposed papers 
(as judged by their submitted extended abstracts; maximum length: 1,500 words) and their fit with 
the aims of the special issue. We aim for a set of 12-15 high quality papers.  

Extended abstract submission requirements 

We invite you to submit your contribution by sending an email to the guest editors 
(f.kern@sussex.ac.uk; k.rogge@sussex.ac.uk; howlett@sfu.ca) by August 5, 2016, including the 
following information in one document (preferably a Word file, alternatively a pdf document): 

- Title 
- Authors and affiliations 
- Contact details of corresponding author 
- Short abstract in Research Policy style (200 words, briefly stating the purpose of the 

research, methodology, principal results and major conclusions) 
- Extended abstract (1,500 words, plus a list of references) 
- Short CV of all authors (100 words each) 

Incomplete submissions and those submitted after August 5, 2016 cannot be considered. 
Notification of acceptance will be sent by August 19, 2016.  

 

Schedule 

When What Who 

5 Aug 2016 Deadline for submission of extended abstracts of 
workshop papers to guest editors 

All authors 

19 Aug 2016 Workshop contributors selected and informed Guest editors 

1 Sep 2016 Resubmission of Special Issue proposal to RP with list of 
invited contributions 

Guest editors 

21 Dec 2016 Full workshop papers submitted to guest editors All authors 

1-3 Feb 2017 Workshop taking place at SPRU, University of Sussex, 
Brighton, UK (feedback from discussants and editors) 

Guest editors, all authors 

21 April 2017 Submission of revised set of papers to RP All authors 
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