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Technology innovation hubs and policy engagement

Summary

Many technology innovation hubs are developing impactful, locally relevant
civic tech solutions to pressing commercial and social issues. Given that
most hubs’ ‘double bottom line’ approach to their communities and the
impact they aspire to, they are faced with becoming political animals. Many
of the challenges they tackle require negotiating or renegotiating power

relationships, and co-creating public sector policy solutions.

There is latent, but recognised, potential for tech innovation hubs in the
global South to play a more overt role in promoting social change through
contributing to the ‘thickening’ of local democratic space and policy co-
creation. Unfortunately, in many cases, the mutual trust, understanding

of incentives and shared buy-in that would facilitate this co-creation and
collaboration between tech innovation hubs and public sector partners are
lacking. Often, hubs avoid policy engagement altogether, or are constrained
to doing so in ad hoc, superficial or premature ways. Five emerging types of

engagement can be identified.

Still, there are some telling and inspiring micro-exceptions. Many hubs have
started establishing long-term, strategic advisory and advocacy relationships
with policy-makers. Further, hubs’ asks to policy-makers are solidifying
around becoming more open, providing less restrictive financial support,
procuring locally developed innovations as opposed to foreign imports, and

general policy reform to support the innovation ecosystem.

In sum, the full potential of tech innovation hubs to contribute to a more
vibrant local policy ecosystem is yet to be achieved. Changes in attitude,
strategic outlook and partnership-building are required for tech hubs, funders
and policy-makers to jointly fulfil that vision. These changes would help hubs
take the next step from innovative communities to influential political actors,

should they so choose.
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Introduction and background

What are technology
innovation hubs?

Tech innovation hubs are one embodiment of a
larger ‘lab’ conceptual space, which encompasses
everything from incubators and accelerators,
through action labs and living labs, to co-working
spaces. Prior research has provided numerous
definitions and typologies of these entities,
attempting to differentiate between ‘hubs’ and
‘labs’, or ‘incubators’ and ‘accelerators’. While the
exact wording hanging above their front door can be
important in shaping hubs’ identities — and indeed,
part of our study included asking hubs to self-
identify — this research did not seek develop neat,
static definitional boxes (Whitt 2016). Rather, we
were interested in any space and community that:

lowers barriers to co-creating solutions, is
embedded in its local context and encourages
collaboration and ‘creative clashes’ through
shared physical and digital space (Toivonen and
Friederici 2015; UNICEF 2012)

provides opportunities to ‘experience
participatory culture’ and build technological
skills and literacies (Gathege and Moraa 2013)
applies technological know-how and
entrepreneurial energy to problem-solving
includes a focus on social innovation, through human-
centred development, community empowerment
or other concepts beyond purely market-based
measures like profitability (Jimenez Cisneros and
Zheng 2016; Bloom and Faulkner 2015; Bridgespan
Group, Reos and the Rockefeller Foundation 2014).

Within this ‘big tent’ approach, we sought to
collaborate meaningfully with each hub to better
understand their constraints and opportunities with
policy engagement in furthering their missions,

and share these insights across the hubs, and with
policy-makers and funders working in this space.

What is policy engagement
and co-creation?

Policy engagement can take a wide variety of forms.
It could be advocating for a specific technical
solution or policy change. It could be participating
in the development or execution of policies. Or it
could be more generally “a learning process to
change perspectives and encourage new practices

and behaviors” between governmental and non-
governmental actors (Grupo Faro 2012: 17).

Within that broad concept is co-creation. For

this research, we considered co-creation as any
collaboration between the government and a hub,
whereby the government incorporates the hub’s
work, services, expertise or outputs in the design
or implementation of policy goals. This practical
definition was derived from a more theoretical one:

In a public sector co-creation initiative, a

public sector entity opens its value chain to

the stakeholders whom it serves. In effect,

it outsources to its constituents some of the
work—and hence some of the cost—of designing
and delivering certain services. Stakeholders,
typically organized in communities of interest,
insert themselves into the public service value
chain and become active participants in it. As a
result, public sector employees and stakeholders
essentially co-create the public sector value
proposition. In its optimal form, co-creation

has the dual benefit of reducing public sector
costs and increasing stakeholder satisfaction.
(Gouillart and Hallett 2015: no page)

We employed a purposefully broad definition of
co-creation, and readers will note that we use this term
in a variety of ways throughout this report. For example,
hub engagements in innovation policy overhauls,
government agricultural extension programmes using
apps developed in a tech hub, or hub-led workshops
to strengthen local access to government information
regimes all qualify as ‘co-creation’.

Why research tech innovation
hubs?

Tech innovation hubs have proliferated in recent
years. In 2015, the World Bank counted 117 tech
hubs in Africa (Kelly 2015). As of 2016, the GSMA
Ecosystem Accelerator suggested there are 314
active tech hubs in Africa, and 287 in South and
Southeast Asia (excluding India) (Du Boucher
2016). A phenomenon that exhibits such growth
deserves analysis in its own right.

More interesting, however, is the impact these hubs
are having. Many of the narrative boxes in this
report feature impactful projects from the hubs
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that participated in our research, confirming an
insight from the early stages of this work: hubs are
achieving transformational things, but much of the
evidence of this impact is anecdotal. The explanation
for this lack of firm evidence is well understood. First,
it is often unclear what type of impact a hub should
focus on achieving. Is it the number or significance
of the innovators or start-ups the hub helps to
create? Is it the number of imitators or specific
policy or business innovations? Or is it the larger
effects of the lab’s work on the wider social narrative
or ecosystem (Tiesinga and Berhout 2014)?

While it is relatively easy for hubs to measure the
former two types, it is much more complicated

to capture and communicate the latter, which are
more interesting to potential donors and investors
(Akinyemi 2014; Quaggiotto 2014). Most hub
leaders of course understand this need’ but, as one
hub leader we interviewed explained, “I know our
website is a disaster, but I haven't had the resources
or the time to fix it. I know I need to tell the awesome
stories from our work on the ground, but I've had to
focus on actually delivering that work first.”

Why tech innovation hubs and
policy engagement?

Proponents of tech innovation hubs often tout their
ability to break down barriers between traditionally
siloed communities (Bridgespan Group et al. 2014). This
‘silo thinking and silo working’ exists not only between
government, civil society and business, but also within
those entities: from different government departments
separately developing similar online platforms, to
sectoral civil society organisations (CSOs) foregoing
to learn from others outside their thematic focus (Civil
Exchange and DHA Communications 2011). As is often
the case, the private sector led some of this silo-busting
through hubs, founding several spaces across the
world to support the development of new technologies
or commercial start-ups and provide fodder for the
profitable, commercial innovation pipeline.

Increasingly, however, many hubs have moved beyond
being homes for business people hoping to find a cheap
workspace to develop, for example, the next Uber.
Instead, they are becoming homes for entrepreneurs
who are using geographic information systems to

map taxi routes and visualise the lack of safe, legal
taxi stops and other issues around public transport.2

This real example highlights the primary
characteristic of a growing number of tech
innovation hubs and the innovations they support,
particularly in the global South: the ‘double bottom
line’. A double bottom line means combining normal
profitability and market sustainability incentives
with a goal of positive social impact and a belief

in the power of community creativity to leverage
technology (Whitt 2016; Kozlowski 2012). To meet
this double bottom line, the work of many tech
innovation hubs increasingly requires reshaping
how citizens (and especially the hubs’ members or
constituents) interact with the public sector and
with public policy processes. Policy-makers and
government officials have also pointed to their
support of technology innovation hubs as examples
of government commitment to civic innovation.

Many hubs themselves, or the organisations that
supported their launching, include commitments

to policy engagement or implicit assumptions that
hubs’ work will improve policy outcomes. The Indigo
Trust, a foundational player in the hub space and an
early supporter of iSpace in Ghana and a number of
other co-working spaces and communities in Africa,
has shifted its portfolio to support only projects and
communities focused on government transparency,
accountability and citizen empowerment. Open

Data Lab Jakarta has public sector engagement as
a pillar of its mission. Similarly, part of ccHub’s core
activities is a commitment to

partnership between citizens, social entrepreneurs,
subject matter experts, businesses and public
authorities ... [that] empowers citizens, as end-
users, to influence the development of innovation
services and products that eventually could benefit
the whole society, [and also] allows government,
industry and entrepreneurs to develop, validate
and integrate new ideas through partnerships
that increase their chances of success.?

This rhetoric is likely to reflect an innate, but
perhaps not always operationalised, understanding
of the overlaps between a ‘good’ governance
ecosystem and an ‘ideal’ innovation ecosystem.
Figure 1 helps to illustrate this point.

Our interviews at key gatherings of hub leaders in 2016, hosted by AfriLabs and Making All Voices Count, reaffirmed insights
from a similar 2015 gathering hosted by the Indigo Trust, ‘How to Best Support Innovation Spaces: A Gathering of Funders and

Supporters’. See http://bit.ly/2iEpN1k

See the project Nowhere to Stop, a winner of the Re-Imagine Storytelling campaign hosted by {codelbridge in South Africa:

http://codebridge.org.za/storytelling/safer-taxi-stops.html
See http://cchubnigeria.com/our-approach



http://bit.ly/2iEpN1k
http://codebridge.org.za/storytelling/safer-taxi-stops.html
http://cchubnigeria.com/our-approach/
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An outline of an ‘ideal’ innovation ecosystem
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Source: Authors’ elaboration on ideas from J. Mtambalike (2017).

All of the hubs cited in this report have activities in at
least one, and often many, of the boxes or arrows in
this diagram of an ideal tech innovation ecosystem.
For example, some hubs help cultivate ideas to solve
a social need and accelerate those into concrete
innovative solutions (the blue boxes and arrows at the
beginning of the chart leading to the column of green
boxes). At the same time, the quality of the governance
ecosystem influences how effectively this process
operates. At a direct level, ‘better’ governance systems
will be more likely to take up innovative ideas from
citizens and deploy those ideas to improve the way
they operate or help deliver concrete improvements
to peoples’ lives — the latter two parts of Figure 1.

What is more, all of the activities that hubs could
engage in are surrounded and shaped by the
regulatory environment. This means that government
policies and actions around innovation in general,

or certain sectors like health and education more
specifically, can either help or hinder an idea’s
progress. Thus, the opportunities and challenges of
direct tech hub engagement in policy co-creation are
important to all stakeholders.

Yet the potential of tech innovation hubs to play an
important role in transforming broader governance
ecosystems is an area that has not been investigated
extensively. Despite this rhetoric and recognised need
and potential, little is known about what impact hubs
are having on the technology, entrepreneurship or social
sector policies necessary to deliver impact aligned with
their mission and rhetoric, or on the more fundamental
need to change how governments and non-state actors
work together to solve problems jointly. As the findings
of this report will show, this potential ideal of engaged
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co-creation between tech innovation hubs and their
public sector counterparts is far from reality.

Project background

We conducted this research with the aim of assessing
these questions, and to further the scope of research
into tech innovation hubs. We sought to assess if,
when and how tech innovation hubs are creating new
ways for citizens to interact with government; whether
policy-makers see value in hubs’ contributions (both
commercial and non-commercial); and if there are
roles in forging value-added connections between
government and non-state actors — whether for policy
co-creation or other ends - that tech innovation hubs
are well-suited to perform.

This research project therefore aims to do more

than just uncover new insights about the work of
tech innovation hubs. For that reason, this research
report does not focus on case studies of the
impactful work these hubs are doing, even though
each certainly merits this. Rather, it aims to identify
the trends of shared interests, challenges and
opportunities for collaboration across lines dividing
diverse stakeholders, including civil society activists,
technologists, researchers, social entrepreneurs and
policy-makers. As relevant, it therefore cites short
examples from the combined input of our interviewees
on key questions regarding (1) hubs’ self-perceptions
of their identities as actors in larger policy and political
ecosystems; (2) hubs’ current and potential participation
in the policy process; and (3) hubs’ common and ideal
asks for policy-makers. The report concludes with ideas for
hubs, policy-makers and donors to consider to improve
policy engagement and co-creation in the future.
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Methodology

By its nature, this exploration of how tech
innovation hubs are (or are not) impacting
governance and public policy co-creation called
for a collaborative research design. Therefore,
we combined desk research and key informant
interviews with both hub leadership and
government officials, using a set of co-designed
research questions, as detailed below.

Desk research

First, we conducted desk research to understand
the ways in which tech innovation hubs currently
frame their understanding of social purpose and
their organisation’s approach to engaging in public
policy discussions and debates. We also reviewed
the state of the literature on tech innovation hubs,
especially with regard to their impact, design,
challenges and evolution. This process led to the
project’s first external output, a blog post (Whitt
2016), as well as the annotated ‘litscape’ we made
available to the public.

Hub selection

In selecting the hubs to target for this research, we
prioritised the tech innovation hubs sponsored by
Making All Voices Count, which helped to facilitate
our access to key informants.®> Additionally, we
engaged the Innovation Hub (Pretoria) and ccHub
(Nigeria), which are not currently supported under
the programme but were interviewed because of
their participation in the Afrilabs initiative® and
their rich experiences and willingness to engage. In
total, our sample included the following nine hubs
from seven countries:

Buni Hub (Tanzania)
ccHub (Nigeria)

HiFi” (Philippines)
iBizAfrica (Kenya)

iSpace (Ghana)

m:lab East Africa® (Kenya)
Nailab (Kenya)

Open Data Lab Jakarta (Indonesia)
The Innovation Hub (South Africa).

Participatory research
question design

Based on initial conversations with hub leadership
at the outset of the research, both virtually and in
person at a learning event hosted by Making All
Voices Count in Manila,® we developed a series

of questions around how hubs formulate and
articulate their community’s orientation towards
achieving the double bottom line, how they see
their relationship to the broader public policy
environment, and their perceptions of policy-
maker interest in their work and potential for
collaboration. Using those responses, we drafted a
research guide outlining the research background
and objectives, expectations from tech innovation
hub participants and policy-makers, as well as
commitments from the research team.

We then shared this research guide with the project
stakeholders, in order to refine our questions to
ensure they were pertinent and well framed. It
immediately emerged that a key set of definitions
was necessary to ensure that otherwise broad terms
would be well understood in the context of this
research. As such, we defined the following key terms:

Co-creation: considered as any collaboration
between the government and a hub, whereby
the government incorporates the hub’s work,
services, expertise, or outputs in the design or
implementation of policy goals.

Policy-makers: politicians or civil servants at
any level or position of decision-making within

a country’s public sector governance structure,
whom the participating hubs have identified as a
(potential or actual) stakeholder in their work.
Tech innovation hubs: shared physical

spaces bringing technological know-how and
entrepreneurial energy to social problem-solving.

See http://bit.ly/2jhYFUH

Making All Voices Count has made grants to HiFi, Open Data Labs, iHub, iSpace and Buni Hub.
Afrilabs is a network of and support structure for African tech innovation hubs, and is supported by Making All Voices Count

among other donors. See http://afrilabs.com
HiFi stands for Hub of Innovation for Inclusion.

m:lab East Africa is now the incubation arm of the iHub in Kenya. See http://bit.ly/2jowsLM

See http://transforming-governance.makingallvoicescount.org



http://bit.ly/2jhYFUH
http://www.makingallvoicescount.org/project/hub-innovation-inclusion-hifi/
http://www.makingallvoicescount.org/project/open-data-lab-jakarta/
http://www.makingallvoicescount.org/project/ihub/
http://www.makingallvoicescount.org/project/ispace/
http://www.makingallvoicescount.org/project/buni-hub/
http://afrilabs.com/
http://bit.ly/2jowsLM
http://transforming-governance.makingallvoicescount.org/
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Key informant interviews

The research guide offered general themes along
which in-depth engagements with the various
stakeholders would follow. For hubs, these themes
were how tech innovation hubs engage with public
sector policy ecosystems and debates (if at all) and
how they may have evolved with regard to policy
engagement. For policy-makers, the main themes
were their knowledge of hub efforts and how they
view (and value) tech innovation hubs.

Using the guide, we carried out key informant
interviews and site visits with government officials
and hub leadership, from July to December 2016.
During this process, we engaged the nine hubs in
our sample. In addition to hubs, our methodology
attempted to involve their corresponding policy-
maker partners, by asking the hubs to introduce
the research team to the policy-makers they had
engaged or who they knew to work in technology
innovation and entrepreneurship in their domestic
contexts. However, the research team was unable
to secure responses from many of the targeted
policy-makers. Most hubs made these requested

Findings

This section captures the rich findings from our
research, grouped into three categories: (1) how
hubs categorise themselves; (2) how they have
engaged with policy; and (3) how the different
types of policy asks hubs convey.

Finding 1. Tech innovation
hubs categorise themselves in
mixed ways

We first asked the tech innovation hubs to classify
or categorise themselves, explain why they use that
classification or categorisation, and describe if /
how that impacts the type of work they do, including
the thematic areas they address. We started with
this question to establish a shared baseline on
nomenclature, rather than trying to impose an
external understanding from the literature.

This proved to be a valid starting point, as the hubs
we interviewed identified themselves in varying

and sometimes surprising ways. Though most used
classifications widely familiar in ‘hub-speak’, their
day-to-day operations differed along important
dimensions from what the buzzword might lead one

introductions, but most introductions went
unanswered by the targeted policy-makers. Only
government representatives from Kenya, the
Philippines and Tanzania were very responsive, and
graciously offered key insights.

Draft results presentation and
review

In the final stages of the project, we presented our
draft results in Nairobi at a meeting attended by
many of the hubs listed. Also in attendance were
{code}bridge South Africa, Afrilabs and a number
of expert mentors in tech innovation, community
building and business development. This provided
an opportunity to test whether our findings would
resonate with the key stakeholders and target
audiences of our research.

Finally, we provided all involved hubs, as well as
staff at Making All Voices Count, with an advance
copy of the final report. We invited each hub to
provide comments and feedback, and to verify that
their experiences had been accurately represented.

to expect. Furthermore, almost every hub in the
sample spoke about evolution — sometimes quite
rapid — in their design or mission.

For example, Nailab, iBizAfrica, iSpace and m:lab East
Africa all described themselves as either incubators,
accelerators or both. In the literature, these two
terms are sometimes used interchangeably, but
incubation is usually offered to start-ups in the idea
stage, while acceleration focuses on start-ups with

a minimum viable product ready for the market

or already in business. Both have to be relatively
selective with the start-ups they admit, since the
selected projects receive structured support and
then ‘graduate’ to survive or fail in the marketplace.
Some hubs and accelerators are backed by for-profit
investors, while others are themselves essentially
investors in their start-ups, sharing in their successes
or failures (Roberts, Lall, Baird, Eastman, Davidson
and Jacobson 2016; Friederici 2015a and b).

In reality, those characteristics alone would lead to
a poor understanding of the four hubs mentioned
above. Funded by the World Bank through the Kenyan
Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
Authority, Nailab recently completed a detailed
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review of one of its incubation programmes, and —
by extension - the Kenyan tech start-up ecosystem.
More than just graduating start-ups that survived in
the marketplace, they found that:

In terms of influencing the [small and medium
enterprise] sector and the socio-economic
environment, the program has registered
substantial progress in employment and wealth
creation; capacity development; social inclusivity,
[and] gender mainstreaming ... Furthermore,
the incubator has successfully utilized the
complementarity of various organisations in a
collaborative manner to improve its performance
and create networks. (Nailab 2016: 78)

Similarly, iBizAfrica, through its association with
Strathmore University, Kenya, has a strong focus

on start-ups for social good, and also carries out
community development programmes to immerse
children in technology and innovation. iSpace started
as a co-working space before evolving towards
incubation, and further differentiates itself from

the likes of the Meltwater Entrepreneurial School

of Technology, often cited as the archetype of an
incubator (Friederici 2015a). The same goes for m:lab
East Africa, whose brand name indicates its origin

as a World Bank / infoDev pilot lab, but has more
recently evolved to take on incubation and training.
In short: these hubs and communities see themselves
as going well beyond the simple ‘incubation’ and
‘acceleration’ of individual start-ups, perceiving one
of their primary roles as seeding and nurturing the
entire process of local social entrepreneurship.

Other hubs in our sample prioritised other self-
identified activities, even when they also engaged
in acceleration or incubation. Though ccHub
offers a range of incubation services, it does not
primarily identify as an incubator, but rather as

a social innovation centre focused on creating
locally relevant solutions to local problems by
applying social capital and innovation. Buni Hub
classified itself as a co-working space focusing
on innovation and technology entrepreneurship,
but also offering extensive acceleration and
prototyping services. HiFi, constituted in January
2016 and the newest hub in our sample, is
primarily a shared innovation space, but most of
its activities so far have focused on advocating for
changes to the curriculum of the university that
hosts it. Finally, the Innovation Hub in Pretoria is
a science and technology park with a strong focus
on attracting research and development industry
heavyweights. But recently, it has begun to focus
on setting up ‘eKasi labs’ in various townships;

these local labs will be walk-in co-creation spaces
to catalyse entrepreneurship, and will offer
Internet access and incubation services.

The hub in our sample that most matched its
‘standard’ definition was the Open Data Lab in
Jakarta. It identifies as a lab for experimentation
addressing a specific theme (open data) and at

a specific level (sub-national). Indeed, one of its
flagship programmes seeks to “provide a space
and a platform for activists, social entrepreneurs
and civic hackers to come together” (Cafiares and
Pawelke 2015: 3). This clearly echoes Labcraft,
the most current detailed study on innovation labs,
which identifies a lab as a space that “creates a
dialogue, listening carefully with an open mind to
all the voices, and then tries to translate them, mix
them, and amplify them to prototype and develop
alternatives” (Tiesinga and Berhout 2014: 17).

Two final elements of interest emerged from the
self-classification exercise. First, though all of the
hubs varied in their specific thematic areas, all of
their work was underpinned by a sense of social
purpose, and by aiming for social impact. While a
shared social commitment is not in itself surprising
- as described, we selected hubs for the sample in
part based on that variable - the intensity of this
commitment was noticeable. Open Data Lab Jakarta
pursues open data specifically for social impact
and public good. HiFi Philippines is keen to support
innovations for social good. Even those hubs
focusing more specifically on incubation include

a social problem focus in their consideration of
possible incubatees; initiatives housed at ccHub,
for example, are expected to focus on solving social
problems across many sectors.

Second, how hubs see ‘technology’ entering into
their work provoked surprisingly rich discussion.
Some, like Buni Hub, the Innovation Hub and

m:lab East Africa, anchor at least some of their
activities in technology, tech entrepreneurship

and tech for social good. iBizAfrica, for example,
supports entrepreneurs with an ICT focus, but
technology is still seen as an enabler of innovation,
not necessarily as the innovation itself. Others, like
HiFi or ccHub, focus 