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Structure presentation

� NanoNextNL: 

� What is a Societal Incubator?

● Brief description

� Why do we need a Societal Incubator?

● “Waiting Game”

● Uncertainties

� Societal Incubator in action: ChocoFe

� What did we learn from our exploration?
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A Societal Incubator builds on cTA-tradition and 

relates to Responsible Research and Innovation.
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Societal Incubator

Starting 

point:

Technology 

developer 

struggles 

with a 

“waiting 

game”

Information 

and 

interaction:

Mapping 

perspectives, 

organize 

interaction 

between 

stakeholders

Analysis:

Insights into 

social issues 

and different 

views, 

bottlenecks 

and chances 

for more 

commitment 

Go/No go:

Plan of action, 

or abort 

betimes

(and save 

costs and 

energy)

Final result 

(ideal) :

Innovation with 

societal value, 

that has public 

support and is 

accepted by 

consumers

“A Societal incubator creates conditions for an open and participatory learning 
process and aims to speed up RRI and its chances on popular support”
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Why a Societal Incubator? To tackle waiting games

Source: Harro van Lente 2015



A Societal Incubator addresses uncertainties
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Starting point

Strand of 
uncertainty

Evaluation 
criterion

Possible tools
e.g.NanoNextNL

Technological-
scientific

Does it work? Research and 
education

Business 
economics

Is there a good
business model?

Business 
incubator

Administrative-
regulatory

How does it relate
to policy/regulation?

Societal-Ethical
Societal acceptance
and desire?



Societal Incubator and business incubator
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Incubator type Resources Protected space Coaching

business 

incubator 

(specific inno-

vation; one 

firm)

venture capital; 

office support; 

ICT and other 

infrastructure

small scale pilots; 

possibilities for 

trial and error

peer efforts; 

business 

consultancy

societal 

incubator

(range of inno-

vations in a 

sector; more 

firms and other 

actors)

technical 

background 

studies; actor 

mappings; 

foresight / 

roadmapping

mutual trust; 

suspense of 

judgment

collective 

learning; learn 

from similar 

cases

Source: Harro van Lente 2015.



Societal Incubator: different motivations
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Technology developers More chances on success

Societal Responsible Innovation

Firms / business Economic profit

Societal Corporate Responsibility

Government / 

policy-makers

Realizing policy objectives, more insight

into quality and effects of regulation

Societal organisations Exercising influence, keeping a critical eye

on the development of new technology



Pilot: Business case ChocoFe (March 2016

� Not easy to involve NGOs and to find a business case 

� Chocolate product fortified with iron fortification, 
encapsulated with nanotechnology, that can help to solve 
the iron deficiency of teen aged girls

� Uncertainties on all strands:

● Technological-scientific

● Business economics

● Administrative-regulatory

● Societal-Ethical

� Chatham House Rule
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When a meeting, or part thereof, is held 
under the Chatham House Rule, participants 
are free to use the information received, but 
neither the identity nor the affiliation of the 
speaker(s), nor that of any other participant, 
may be revealed.



What did we learn from our exploration?

� More preparation needed

● Business case should have substantial clarity on 

technological and economic uncertainties

� Beware for a too narrow case oriented approach?

● Tendency innovators to focus on consumer acceptance

● Provide room for discussions on societal values

� Collective learning processes are also possible when 

NGOs/CSOs do not (or are not able to) participate

� Trust remains and will remain an important focal point
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Questions?

Contact:

erik.debakker@wur.nl

www.lei.wur.nl

LEI Wageningen UR

P.O. Box 29703

NL-2502 LS The Hague, 

The Netherlands
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