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Note

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) serves as the lead entity 
within the United Nations Secretariat for matters related to science and technology as part of its 
work on the integrated treatment of trade and development, investment and finance. The current 
UNCTAD work programme is based on the mandates set at quadrennial conferences, as well as on 
the decisions of the General Assembly of the United Nations and the United Nations Economic and 
Social Council that draw upon the recommendations of the United Nations Commission on Science 
and Technology for Development (CSTD), which is served by the UNCTAD secretariat. The UNCTAD 
work programme is built on its three pillars of research analysis, consensus-building and technical 
cooperation, and is carried out through intergovernmental deliberations, research and analysis, 
technical assistance activities, seminars, workshops and conferences.

This series of publications seeks to contribute to exploring current issues in science, technology and 
innovation, with particular emphasis on their impact on developing countries.

The term “country” as used in this study also refers, as appropriate, to territories or areas. In addition, 
the designations of country groups are intended solely for statistical or analytical convenience and 
do not necessarily express a judgment about the stage of development reached by a particular 
country or area. Mention of firms, organizations or policies does not imply endorsement by the 
United Nations.

The designations employed and the presentation of the material do not imply the expression of any 
opinion on the part of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or 
area, or of authorities or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

Material in this publication may be freely quoted or reprinted, but acknowledgement is requested, 
together with a copy of the publication containing the quotation or reprint to be sent to the UNCTAD 
secretariat.

This publication has not been formally edited.

Reference to dollars ($) means United States dollars.
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1I. Introduction

1. Introduction
Achieving the ambitious 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015) 
requires new innovation approaches that are 
socially inclusive and environmentally benign. 
This study presents several new and emerging 
innovation approaches, highlights how they may 
contribute to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals and discusses some of the 
policy implications in harnessing such approaches. 
It provides an overview of particular issues and 
considerations that need to be taken into account 
in coming years to maximize the contribution 

of new innovation approaches to sustainable 
development.

Chapter 2 introduces reasons explaining the need 
for new innovation approaches to help achieve 
the Sustainable Development Goals. Chapter 3 
highlights the following five new approaches 
to innovation: mission-oriented; pro-poor and 
inclusive; grass roots; social; and digitally enabled 
open and collaborative. Chapter 4 proposes 
concrete policy considerations for Governments 
and other stakeholders, to strengthen capabilities 
for harnessing such new innovation approaches 
for sustainable development.

2.  Why do we need new innovation approaches for the 
Sustainable Development Goals?

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
puts forward a broad and ambitious agenda 
for global action on sustainable development. 
The scale and ambition of the Sustainable 
Development Goals require innovation in 
development and innovation for development. 
To achieve the Goals by 2030, new modalities for 
development are required, including bringing 
innovation into the foreground of development 
projects. Innovation, understood as new forms of 
social practice and organization, as well as new or 
improved technological products and processes, 
is not only an explicit focus of Goal 9 (build resilient 
infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization and foster innovation) but also 
a key enabler of most – if not all – of the Goals. 
For example, science, technology and innovation 
will play an essential role in achieving Goal 2 
(end hunger, achieve food security and improved 
nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture)1. 
The ambitious nature of the 2030 Agenda – 
aimed at, among others, ending poverty and 
reducing inequality in all its forms everywhere, to 
promote inclusive and sustainable consumption 
and production systems, to provide full and 
productive employment and decent work for all 

1 See UNCTAD (2017). The role of science, technology and 
innovation in ensuring food security by 2030.

– will require fundamental changes in the ways 
in which energy, food, water, housing, welfare, 
mobility and other goods and services are 
delivered, distributed and consumed. 

Harnessing the positive potential for innovation 
to address the Sustainable Development Goals 
will also mean recognizing that some forms of 
contemporary innovation also contribute to 
environmental degradation, are disruptive of 
livelihoods and exacerbate inequalities. The key 
questions concern not how to encourage more 
innovation in more places, but which kinds of 
innovation need to be encouraged while at the 
same time discouraging harmful innovation. 

Until the late 1980s, innovation was widely 
conceived as the commercialization of scientific 
discovery, mainly by large corporations that 
had the capabilities to exploit new knowledge 
(Schot and Steinmueller, 2016). This linear 
conceptualization of innovation (from science to 
research and development to commercialization) 
has since given way to a more sophisticated 
innovation systems model, developed within a 
normative framework focused on supporting 
national or regional competitiveness. Innovation is 
now recognized as mostly incremental – based on 
processes of adjustment to existing technologies, 
rather than on considerable novelty alone – and 
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