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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
There is increasing recognition that public sectors in Western coun- Received 14 November
tries alone cannot tackle complex societal challenges. However, 2024

detailed research on the role of public agents in implementing  Accepted 12 May 2025
collaborative approaches remains limited. This article examines KEYWORDS

how policy entrepreneurship strategies contribute to collaborative Collaborative public
public sector innovation (CPSI) by shaping policy design processes sector innovation;

in transformative innovation policy. Focusing on the Shared-Agendas transformative innovation
initiative in Catalonia, the study explores how public sector actors policies; policy

operate across the policy process to advance place-based entrepreneurship; policy
approaches to sustainability transitions. By framing CPS| as a policy ~ design; S“?ta'”;',"l'ty
design challenge, the findings show that policy entrepreneurs ;Z’:S':;lons’ public sector
influence these processes by reframing problems by taking a sys-

temic perspective, co-constructing shared visions, enabling experi-

mental implementation, and institutionalizing learning practices.

The analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of how agency

drives collaborative and adaptive policymaking within complex

governance settings. Although based on an in-depth examination

of an extreme case, the strategies identified may be transferable to

other contexts where public administrations seek to foster CPSI

through cross-sectoral, place-based innovation efforts.

1. Introduction

In recent years, global challenges and complex, wicked problems have increasingly
driven the design of innovation policies, fostering the development of new policy
approaches that aim to enable sustainable societal and environmental transitions
(Schot and Steinmueller 2018; Weber and Rohracher 2012). These transformative
innovation policies (TIP) call for experimentation, reflexivity, and collaboration
across governance levels and sectors (Haddad et al. 2022). However, how such col-
laborative dynamics unfold in practice remains underexplored.
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Policy entrepreneurship has emerged as a critical factor in advancing sustainable
transitions, with discussions centering on policy entrepreneurs roles, skills, and
leadership qualities in navigating governance challenges (Loorbach 2010; Taylor,
Cocklin, and Brown 2012; Timmermans, van der Heiden, and Born 2014). Policy
entrepreneurship, as a functional pattern for policy change and therefore different
to leadership (Capano et al. 2025; Capano and Galanti 2021), involves a process
where policy entrepreneurs reveal themselves “through their attempts to transform
policy ideas into policy innovations and, hence, disrupt status quo policy arrange-
ments” (Mintrom 2019, 307). Previously underrepresented in TIP literature, policy
entrepreneurship is now recognized as vital for enabling new, cross-sector collabo-
rations across multiple governance levels (Grillitsch et al. 2019; Haddad et al. 2022;
Salas Gironés, van Est, and Verbong 2020).

Parallel to these developments, CPSI has gained traction in public sector inno-
vation research, focusing on how public actors work collaboratively to address societal
challenges (Bekkers and Tummers 2018; Bommert 2014; Cinar, Simms, and Trott
2023; Serensen and Torfing 2011). Previous research has shown how collaboration
can improve innovation phases, types of collaboration activities, and help to over-
come barriers to public sector innovation, governance, and leadership (Ansell and
Torfing 2021; Cinar, Simms, and Trott 2023, Cinar, Trott, and Simms 2019; Serensen
and Torfing 2017). The observation of CPSI has focussed on spaces such as policy
labs, and in the interplay of national and subnational levels of practice (Alibasi¢
and Casula 2024; Brock 2021; Cinar, Simms, and Trott 2023; Cole 2022; Lewis 2025).
However, empirical work linking collaborative processes with transformative policy
processes and policy design is limited. Moreover, there is a gap in understanding
how collaborative entrepreneurship influences design choices throughout the policy
process.

This article addresses these gaps by examining policy entrepreneurship strategies
within the context of CPSI. It investigates two key questions: What specific strategies
of policy entrepreneurship emerge when public actors promote collaboration to
address place-based challenges? And how do these strategies interact with policy
design principles? By exploring these questions, the article contributes to a deeper
understanding of how agency for change influences collaborative policy design,
particularly within place-based transformative innovation policymaking at the
regional level.

Drawing on an in-depth study of the Shared-Agendas initiative in Catalonia, the
article analyses two CPSI processes involving actors from public administration,
academia, civil society, and the private sector. The research advances theoretical and
empirical insights into the micro-dynamics of CPSI and contributes to ongoing
efforts to conceptualize the behavioral dimensions of policy design.

The article is organized in a four-step process. The theoretical framework dis-
cusses, first, CPSI as a policy design challenge, and second, it presents policy
entrepreneurship relevant debates. Next, we present the Catalonia-based case of
Shared Agendas for sustainability and social change, as an expression of transfor-
mative innovation policy. The methodological section describes the research meth-
ods. Subsequently, findings identify specific policy entrepreneurship strategies
within CPSI, engaging with policy design principles and characteristics. The
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concluding discussion highlights the implications of the research for CPSI research
and practice.

2. Policy entrepreneurship as an underexplored dimension of
collaborative public sector innovation processes

2.1. Collaborative public sector innovation as a policy design challenge

CPSI refers to the intentional, co-creative processes through which public actors
work with other actors across governmental, private, and civil society sectors to
generate novel solutions to complex societal challenges (Serensen and Torfing 2011).
While CPSI is often viewed through the lens of organizational change and service
delivery innovation, conceptualizing it as a policy design challenge shifts attention
toward how collaborative arrangements, instruments, and governance architectures
are intentionally configured to enable experimentation, learning, and adaptability
(Howlett 2023; Peters 2018a).

There is a growing recognition within the policy design literature that policy
design extends beyond the traditional confines of policy formulation. It encompasses
the entire policy process—from agenda-setting to implementation and evaluation
(Capano and Howlett 2024; Siddiki and Curley 2022). This literature also distin-
guishes between policy designing as a dynamic process and policy design as its sub-
stantive output or content, suggesting the need to examine both dimensions when
analyzing innovation-oriented policy change (Siddiki and Curley 2022). In this
respect, CPSI involves not only the collaborative generation of policy ideas but also
the redesign of the institutional and procedural conditions that structure policy-
making itself.

This article contributes to the understanding of agency as a driver of change
within CPSI processes by examining how public and cross-sectoral actors engage in
policy designing. Siddiki and Curley (2022) articulation of design activities across
the stages of the policy process is particularly useful for tracing the role of agency
in shaping collaborative arrangements. Mapping these design activities can illuminate
how CPSI functions as an embedded design practice across the policy cycle. Moreover,
empirical studies increasingly highlight the behavioral dimensions of policy design—
that is, how the preferences, strategies, and actions of individual and collective actors
influence the crafting and reconfiguration of instruments and governance structures
(Capano et al. 2025; Capano and Howlett 2020).

To enhance analytical depth, policy design scholars have developed various prin-
ciples and characteristics to guide the coherence and internal functioning of policy
design components (Howlett and Lejano 2013; Peters 2018a). In the context of policy
mixes, Howlett and Rayner (2007) introduced the need to assess cohesion and
coherence in new governance arrangements devised to tackle complex problems.
Rogge and Reichardt, building on this foundation and other contributions, offer a
comprehensive set of characteristics—internal consistency, coherence, credibility, and
comprehensiveness—to evaluate how policy mixes evolve over time and respond to
the dynamics of sustainability transitions (Rogge and Reichardt 2016, 1626-1627).
These characteristics serve as heuristic tools to assess how well the objectives,
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instruments, and implementation mechanisms within a policy mix align and function
as a whole.

While these frameworks offer valuable analytical tools, several scholars have
cautioned against adopting a policy design perspective that is too component or
instrument-based, underpinned by mechanistic or rationalist assumptions (Colebatch
2018; Peters 2018a). Colebatch (2018) and (Peters (2018a) emphasize the limitations
of treating policy design as a rational-technical exercise centered on discrete ele-
ments, arguing instead for an understanding that recognizes the social and inter-
pretive dimensions of designing. From this perspective, policy design is not only a
matter of selecting instruments, but also a process of meaning-making—one that
involves framing problems, negotiating values and knowledges, engaging with uncer-
tainty, and unfolding through human interaction and collective puzzling (Colebatch
2018; Lewis 2025). This article engages with these complexities by adopting a flexible
and critical approach to policy design in practice. It draws on established principles
while remaining attentive to emergent practices of collaboration and experimentation
that characterize CPSI efforts aimed at addressing place-based sustainability transi-
tions. In doing so, it situates CPSI not merely as an outcome of design, but as an
evolving process in which the very nature and meaning of public policy are con-
tinually redefined.

2.2, Policy entrepreneurship in collaborative innovation

Theories of collaborative governance and public innovation consistently highlight
the central role of public actors in shaping multi-actor governance networks and
generating new policy solutions (Serensen and Torfing 2017; Vento 2020). However,
while CPSI has often been examined from an organizational or system-level per-
spective (Cinar, Simms, and Trott 2023; Clausen, Demircioglu, and Alsos 2020), the
strategic behaviors and practices of individual actors—especially in relation to policy
change—remain underexplored.

The concept of policy entrepreneurship offers a promising avenue for unpacking
these dynamics. Policy entrepreneurs are typically defined as actors—individuals or
collectives—who seek to initiate or accelerate policy change through strategic action,
often by identifying windows of opportunity, framing problems, building coalitions,
or mobilizing resources (Cairney 2018, 199; Petridou and Mintrom 2021).

While leadership and entrepreneurship are sometimes conflated, they represent
distinct types of agency: the former often rooted in formal authority and symbolic
roles, the latter in strategic behavior aimed at altering the policy status quo (Capano
et al. 2025). This study builds on the growing literature that views policy entre-
preneurship not merely as a function of the policy window or institutional oppor-
tunity structures, but as a patterned set of behaviors enacted over time. Thus, the
article focuses specifically on the strategies employed in policy entrepreneurship
(which have been outlined extensively in the literature, see, for instance, Cairney
2018; Frisch Aviram, Cohen, and Beeri 2020; Mintrom and Luetjens 2017). According
to Capano et al. (2025, 6), considering policy entrepreneurship as a pattern of
action of the innovation function in the policy process (change being the main
agency goal of the innovation), strategies can also be understood as patterns of
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action indicators or specific behaviors acted by agents (policy entrepreneurs)
over time.

Policy entrepreneurs are especially relevant in the context of sustainability tran-
sitions. Studies have shown that such actors play a key role in aligning expectations,
brokering between sectors, and fostering learning within and across governance
levels (Loorbach 2010; Meijerink and Huitema 2010; Rotmans, Kemp, and van Asselt
2001; Taylor, Cocklin, and Brown 2012; Timmermans, van der Heiden, and Born
2014). They are particularly valuable in navigating the tension between short-term
political cycles and the long-term orientation required for transformative change
(Rotmans, Kemp, and van Asselt 2001).

In this article, we situate policy entrepreneurship within a specific policy con-
text—Transformative Innovation Policy (TTP)—which places sustainability and direc-
tionality at the core of innovation governance (Boni, Velasco, and Ghosh 2025;
Casula 2022; Geels 2002; Schot and Steinmueller 2018; Weber and Rohracher 2012).
TIP draws on socio-technical transition theory, particularly the Multi-Level Perspective
(Geels 2002), and emphasizes the need to steer transitions through experimentation,
reflexivity, and systemic alignment. Although early TIP literature paid limited atten-
tion to the role of agency, recent studies have begun to acknowledge the importance
of policy entrepreneurs in catalyzing change across levels of governance (Bergek,
Hellsmark, and Karltorp 2023; Grillitsch et al. 2019; Haddad et al. 2022; Kristensen,
Pugh, and Grillitsch 2023). Despite this theoretical emphasis, empirical evidence of
policy entrepreneurship in the public sector—particularly in relation to CPSI—
remains scarce. This article addresses that gap by examining how public actors
mobilize policy entrepreneurship strategies to drive CPSI, and how these strategies
contribute to the design of policy mixes aligned with transformative goals.

3. Shared-Agendas as arenas for collaborative policy innovation

Our case study is the Shared Agendas for Sustainability and Social Change initiative
in Catalonia, a governance approach fostering collaborative innovation (Serensen
and Torfing 2017; Vento 2020). Launched by the Regional Government (Generalitat
de Catalunya) to support the EU’s Smart Specialization Strategy of Catalonia (RIS3CAT
2030), Shared-Agendas promote collective action to address place-based challenges
by building a shared vision and systemic understanding of the context (Government
of Catalonia 2022). Highlighted by the EU for its capacity to navigate governance
in complexity (EEA 2024), Shared-Agendas encourage collaboration across diverse
actors—public sector organizations (PSOs), universities, civil society, NGOs, and
enterprises—to address complex, regional issues.

We analyze two processes that illustrate policy entrepreneurship and policy inno-
vation (Clausen, Demircioglu, and Alsos 2020) in the Shared-Agendas approach: the
RIS3CAT 2030 policy framework, and a specific Shared-Agenda (see Table 1 for a
synthesis).

The RIS3CAT 2030 nurtures the regional innovation strategy and prioritizes key
systemic transformations supporting social learning and new capabilities for trans-
formative research and innovation. It incorporates Shared-Agendas to advance green
and just transitions through place-based challenges, bringing together existing or
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Table 1. Main characteristics of the policy processes in which the studied PE are engaged

(2021-2023).

Main strategies

Governance
level in which
it mainly
operates and
type of
governance
collaboration

Main actors in

Policy design
throughout the
policy process

Name of the Main challenge of the policy (Cinar, Simms, collaboration covered (Siddiki
policy process addressed process and Trott 2023) involved and Curley 2022)
RIS3CAT 2030 Challenges such  Support to Regional, Diversity of Problem-
as: climate transformative Governance by actors: Local identification
change, initiatives, a lead governments, Policy
pollution, with a strong organization universities formulation
digitalization, focus on R-l and research Policy
waste of and enactment
resources, technological Policy
unemployment, centers, civil implementation
inequality... society, Policy evaluation
companies...
Lleida Depopulation of ~ Promotion of Subregional, Provincial Gov;  Problem-
Shared-Agenda the territory green and Shared University; identification
circular participant Technological Policy
economy governance Centers; formulation
Farmers; Policy
Professional enactment
bodies; Local Policy
authorities implementation

Policy evaluation

Source: Own elaboration from interviews, participant observation and analysis of primary documents.

new local initiatives emerging from collaborative responses to pressing local issues.
The Shared-Agendas foster local partnerships and portfolios of challenge-oriented
innovation initiatives and projects (Government of Catalonia 2023, 2022). The actors
are broad in number and typology. There are two critical programmes for intergov-
ernmental collaboration, the Opportunities Discovery Mechanism (ODM) and the
Knowledge Regions Programme (Generalitat de Catalunya 2025). The ODM (estab-
lished in 2023) is the RIS3CAT 2030 instrument that coordinates the governance
of opportunity discovery and priority identification processes. It promotes the com-
munication and alignment of local challenges with regional priorities through seven
technical offices, each dedicated to one of RIS3CAT 2030s systemic transformation
areas. These offices are led by government ministries and coordinated by the
Department of Economy and Finance. 18 new positions were created that articulate
with current ministries’ public servants. The Knowledge Regions Programme is the
instrument that encourages universities and research and technology centers to
engage in the Shared-Agendas, ensuring their support to (challenge-based, multiactor)
transformative innovation initiatives identified across the region. The programme is
coordinated by the Directorate General for Knowledge Transfer and Society (belong-
ing to the Department of Research and Universities, also in the Regional Government).
In this case, given that experimental governance mechanisms and dynamics since
the ODM and Knowledge Regions programmes are recent—and thus still evolving
to establish interdependencies among diverse actors across both local and upper
governance levels—we currently identify a network governance model led by a
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central organization (the Regional Government) arrangement (Cinar, Simms, and
Trott 2023, 392). The RIS3CAT’s allows the analysis of policy entrepreneurship
strategies and policy design across problem-identification, policy formulation, policy
enactment, policy implementation, and policy evaluation processes (Siddiki and
Curley 2022).

The current RIS3CAT 2030 strategy for 2023-2029 builds on the earlier RIS3CAT
framework (2015-2022), which introduced two pilot Shared Agendas to trial and
refine the methodology of Shared Agendas. Our second case study focuses on one
of these pilot initiatives, named Lleida’s Shared Agenda. This agenda covers a region
in western Catalonia, roughly corresponding to the province of Lleida, which has
a population of 439,727, with 140,080 residents in its capital, also named Lleida
(Statistical Institute of Catalonia, Idescat, 2021). The region is significant for
Catalonia’s agriculture, contributing 53% of the total agricultural production and
47% of livestock production.

The roots of Lleidas Shared Agenda can be traced back to 2018, when eight
small agricultural municipalities in southern Lleida signed a collaborative agreement
to pilot a bioeconomy project. This initiative aimed to tackle farming waste chal-
lenges while diversifying the local economy. It led to establishing an experimentation
lab, which has since expanded across the entire region. The ecosystem of actors in
Lleida’s Shared Agenda is extensive, including 231 municipalities, farmer associations,
the provincial administration, other supramunicipal entities, professional bodies,
universities, and technical centers. The agendas primary goal is to address the
region’s depopulation by transforming its current agri-food model into one based
on a green and circular economy. This transition seeks to create new value chains,
leveraging local resources and developing innovative production models to respond
to the territory’s socio-economic challenges, such as depopulation. Governance within
Lleida’s Shared Agenda is collaborative, reflecting shared participant governance
(Cinar, Simms, and Trott 2023, 392). Alongside multi-actor Working Groups, the
strategic committee (known as G10) includes municipal, supramunicipal, and regional
governments, labor unions, chambers of commerce, business organizations, and
universities. The supramunicipal government manages the technical office. Regarding
policy design throughout the policy process, policy entrepreneurship strategies within
Lleida’s Shared Agenda are observed across problem-identification, policy formulation,
policy enactment, policy implementation, and policy evaluation processes (Siddiki
and Curley 2022).

4, Research methods

The Shared-Agendas constitute an extreme case, as they embody distinctive and
atypical values in relation to the key concepts underpinning this study (Gerring
2007). This qualitative analysis focuses on two policy entrepreneurship processes
(namely subcases or units of analysis), aiming to explore whether distinct policy
entrepreneurship strategies emerge and how these are characterized in CPSI and
TIP policymaking. These two processes are not examined for comparative purposes,
as they are understood to form part of the same overarching policy strategy; rather,
they enable an in-depth investigation of the complex dynamics of policy
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entrepreneurship and policy design. While doing so, a main aim has been collecting
richer evidence of the types of policy entrepreneurship strategies unfolded. The
methodological approach and data collection encompass two primary, triangulated
strategies that operate in parallel. Firstly, the authors have maintained an ongoing
working relationship with key Shared-Agendas actors through a knowledge
co-production process (Norstrom et al. 2020) (see Figure 1). From 2020 to the end
of 2022, under the 2015-2022 RIS3CAT framework, this co-production process
contributed to developing the conceptual and methodological foundation of the
Shared-Agendas for territorial transformation. The co-creation process combined
structured workshops (some involving over 20 participants from 15 different orga-
nizations) and numerous informal engagements with core groups leading the exper-
imentation. Since 2023, under the RIS3CAT 2030 framework (2023-2029), the
research team’s focus has shifted to supporting Shared-Agendas through the ODM
and Regions of Knowledge programmes. However, collaboration with prior
Shared-Agendas continues in response to ongoing requests from participating agents.
Data has been gathered from more than 44 formal workshops, supplemented by
online and in-person meetings, and numerous informal exchanges with
Shared-Agendas actors.

Throughout this co-creation process, we have collected data from participant
observation and interactions, supplemented by primary documents related to the
Shared-Agendas, meeting logs, and co-produced documents. Access was also obtained
to some internal discussions shaping the RIS3CAT 2030 policy documents.
Additionally, the RIS3CAT 2030s progression has been traced through various policy
documents—strategy definitions, annual action plans, assessment reports, and online
updates—produced by the governmental department overseeing the policy.

Secondly, from November 2021 to April 2022, we conducted 23 qualitative inter-
views with key actors involved in the Shared-Agendas. The interviewees were selected
based on insights gained during the knowledge co-production phase and using a

Figure 1. Timeline of knowledge coproduction and interview phases in the research.
Source: Own elaboration
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snowball sampling technique. Among the participants, 9 were affiliated with uni-
versities, technology, and research centers, while 14 were engaged in local, supra-
municipal, and regional government roles. The sample included 9 women and 14
men. Interviews were transcribed and analyzed using a grounded theory approach
(Charmaz 2006), the inductive approach and the research openness to emerging
patterns of policy practices making it suitable for this research. The different coding
iterations built categories related to the Shared-Agendas process (historical back-
ground, key actors, activities, TIP connections, challenges, and leverage points),
policy entrepreneur traits and strategies, and the intersections of the Shared-Agenda
with innovation and transformation practices in each respondent’s organization.

The two primary data collection strategies enabled the identification of key policy
entrepreneurs within the processes studied. Here, we define policy entrepreneurs as
central agents in policy entrepreneurship efforts. Policy entrepreneurs were selected
based on two criteria: (1) they were recognized by other actors in the Shared-Agendas
policy environment as key agents aiming to advance TIP, and (2) in both sub-cases,
they were affiliated with public sector organizations and played pivotal roles in the
policy entrepreneurship process. This study focuses on two policy entrepreneurs
(PE): a high-ranking civil servant with extensive experience in regional public
administration (RIS3CAT 2030 PE) and a technical expert on a temporary contract
within a supramunicipal public administration (Lleida’s Shared-Agenda PE). They
were selected because they effectively enabled CPSI and promoted a diversity of
experimental governance arrangements. Even though they cooperate within the
Shared-Agendas, the PEs examined in this study mainly operate within different
administrative contexts ecosystems of actors, and hold varying positions and resources.
Accordingly, the aim of analyzing their practices is not comparative in nature
but rather intended to gather a range of strategies and approaches. Nevertheless,
the findings acknowledge instances where a particular strategy was observed in
the practice of only one PE and consider the extent to which such strategies may
have manifested differently due to differences in their institutional positions or
resource endowments.

5. Policy entrepreneurs’ strategies in transformative innovation
policy design

This section examines how policy entrepreneurs contributed to CPSI across the
policy process, with particular attention to how their strategies reflect or support
key principles of policy design. Using Siddiki and Curley (2022) framing of design
activities across the policy cycle, we analyze observed strategies in light of policy
mix characteristics as identified by Rogge and Reichardt (2016), and linked to CPST’s
dynamic, actor-driven nature (Capano et al. 2025; Serensen and Torfing 2011).

5.1. Problem identification: advancing comprehensiveness and credibility
by taking a systemic perspective

Both policy entrepreneurs framed the innovation challenge using systems thinking,
positioning local challenges within broader socio-technical transition narratives
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(Geels 2002; Schot and Steinmueller 2018). The RIS3CAT PE, for instance, early
on in the process of designing the RIS3CAT 2030 Strategy, used the Multi-Level
Perspective to legitimize new intervention logics and open up discussions around
directionality. This strategy enhanced the comprehensiveness of the policy mix by
accounting for systemic and institutional failures, and supported credibility by
aligning policy narratives with widely recognized transition frameworks (Rogge
and Reichardt 2016).

Regionally, the Shared-Agenda approach is intentionally open-ended, aiming not
to impose specific technological directions but to foster multiple pathways to just
sustainability. This approach is a starting point for crafting shared visions of a
sustainable future linked to actionable trajectories (Haddad et al. 2022). Consequently,
innovation policy must identify and protect radical alternatives often perceived as
unfeasible or undesirable, clarifying the social and environmental impacts of technical
options. This approach advocates for involving a diverse range of niche actors to
address complex challenges, fostering a conceptual innovation that redefines the
administration’s role (De Vries, Bekkers, and Tummers 2016).

The Lleida PE acknowledges learning the value of the Multilevel Perspective
approach through interaction with the RIS3CAT PE but also recognizes the barriers
it presents to conventional policymaking. Policy-makers often feel constrained by
electoral cycles and the pressure to deliver immediate solutions, which conflicts with
the uncertain, open-ended nature of this type of policy framing. Nonetheless, the
Lleida PE notes the COVID-19 pandemic and ecological crisis as catalysts that
compel policy-makers to reconsider how policies might support eco-social
transformations.

The RIS3CAT PE’s framing also facilitates anticipatory governance, as actors were
encouraged to adopt longer time horizons, perceiving transitions as long-term,
uncertain processes that may unfold over decades. This perspective, that we termed
“untightened time-framing,” allows the PE to work on “building in the present a
future that is emerging” (interview with PE), navigating the tension between the
long-term nature of transitions and the short-termism common in public sector
organizations (Rotmans, Kemp, and van Asselt 2001). This approach may be partly
due to the PE’s extensive experience and stable senior position within the
administration.

5.2, Formulating instruments through collaboration across a shared vision:
Supporting internal consistency and coherence

In terms of policy design, policy formulation involves a process of selecting elements
to embed in policy content, which is seen as a key aspect when “developing inno-
vative solutions to increasingly complex policy problems” (Capano and Howlett 2020,
6; Siddiki and Curley 2022). In our case, the formulation stage is marked by col-
lective sense-making and iterative design processes. Participatory tools such as
innovation camps and system mapping workshops allow actors to co-construct shared
visions, policy logics and action. These practices contribute to the internal consis-
tency of the policy mix by linking problem framings with the development of specific
instruments (e.g. Knowledge Regions, ODM). The RIS3CAT PE also illustrates efforts
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to ensure coherence, as the design of new tools is built upon lessons from the
previous RIS3CAT period, aligning short-term instruments with long-term strategic
objectives (Rogge and Reichardt 2016, 1626). Such strategies resonate with policy
design as a learning-oriented process in contexts of uncertainty (Lewis 2025) and
exemplify how policy entrepreneurs can navigate between formal instrument design
and informal meaning-making (Colebatch 2018).

5.3. Enacting and legitimising directionality: Reinforcing credibility through
collaborative governance

Frisch Aviram, Cohen, and Beeri (2020) argue that the enactment process is often
beyond the direct influence of policy entrepreneurs, as they are not typically the
decision-makers, and thus may have limited entrepreneurial impact at this junc-
ture. Our research, however, nuances this view, as PEs operated without political
authority but played a central role in facilitating broad consensus around
open-ended goals. By strategically managing policy content ambiguity and conflict,
they enabled the development of adaptable frameworks that were sufficiently
inclusive to attract political support while maintaining strategic direction. These
efforts supported the credibility of the policy mix by aligning the expectations
of key actors, and built trust in the process by showcasing institutional respon-
siveness and reflexivity (Colebatch 2018). Their work illustrates how policy entre-
preneurs can mediate between technical and political considerations, contributing
to the legitimacy of emerging governance structures (Bianchi, Nasi, and Rivenbark
2021; Peters 2018b).

5.4. Creating conditions for experimental implementation: Enhancing
comprehensiveness and coherence

Similarly to other processes observed through the lenses of innovation processes
(Cinar, Simms, and Trott 2023), Shared-Agendas involve a diversity of actors working
in different activities for policy implementation. From a policy design view, the
implementation offers policy entrepreneurs the opportunity to engage with processes
of interpretation and application of policy content (Siddiki and Curley 2022).

In our case both PEs took steps to shield niche innovations and support emerging
practices. Both PEs, for example, encouraged the development of collaborative pro-
posals and new administrative procedures. For instance, it is of particular interest
RIS3CAT PE efforts to embed flexibility in instrument delivery, helping maintain
coherence between strategic ambitions and on-the-ground realities. In this regard,
RIS3CAT PE has promoted calls for public funds that are not based on competition
among academic actors participating in the strategy. These strategies reflect a com-
mitment to experimentation, the promotion of new values around the Shared-Agendas
approach, and the management of uncertainty, key conditions for TIP and CPSI
(Serensen and Torfing 2017; Weber and Rohracher 2012). By enabling distributed
ownership and adaptive learning, these policy entrepreneurship strategies contribute
to the comprehensiveness of the policy mix by capturing institutional and systemic
dimensions that go beyond linear delivery.
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5.5. Institutionalizing learning: Strengthening internal consistency and long-
term credibility

Both PEs have fostered and integrated formative evaluation mechanisms, such as
Transformative Theories of Change and monitoring through governance spaces
(RIS3CAT 2030s ODM and Regions of Knowledge monthly face-to-face committee;
and the Lleida’s Shared Agenda strategic committee, known as G10). These processes
create feedback loops and enable iterative refinement of goals and instruments
(Magro and Wilson 2019; Molas-Gallart et al. 2021). These efforts reinforced internal
consistency by linking performance metrics with initial policy objectives, and
enhanced credibility by institutionalizing learning and signaling commitment to
policy responsiveness (Rogge and Reichardt 2016). Moreover, these practices resonate
with the policy design principle of adaptability, allowing policy mixes to evolve
while maintaining strategic alignment (Capano and Howlett 2020).

Taken together, the strategies observed across the Shared-Agendas show how
policy entrepreneurs actively shape collaborative policy design through behaviorally
grounded and institutionally embedded practices. Their actions reflect the multidi-
mensional nature of design work, engaging with both the technical and interpretive
dimensions of CPSI (Colebatch 2018; Lewis 2025). The strategic use of participatory
tools, framing narratives, and experimental governance arrangements not only reflect
but operationalize core policy design principles—namely, internal consistency, coher-
ence, credibility, and comprehensiveness—thus offering a more dynamic and
agency-sensitive understanding of CPSI and its design implications.

6. Conclusion

This article has examined the strategies of policy entrepreneurs involved in the
Shared-Agendas initiative in Catalonia, analyzing how their actions have shaped
collaborative public sector innovation (CPSI) within the broader context of trans-
formative innovation policy (TIP). By linking policy entrepreneurship to design
activities across the policy process, the study contributes to bridging the literature
on policy entrepreneurship with emerging perspectives that frame CPSI as a complex
policy design challenge.

In relation to CPSI, the research demonstrates that Shared-Agendas have promoted
not only administrative or procedural innovations, but also conceptual and
governance-level changes (De Vries, Bekkers, and Tummers 2016) embedded within
a collaborative framework (Cinar, Simms, and Trott 2023). By highlighting the role
of specific individuals or small groups in catalyzing and sustaining these changes,
the study offers insights and inspiration for other actors engaged in systemic trans-
formation processes.

The findings reveal that policy entrepreneurs engage in distinct yet complementary
strategies across various stages of the policy cycle. These include reframing challenges
through systemic lenses, adopting untightened time framing, building collective visions,
nurturing spaces for experimentation, and embedding learning mechanisms into the
policy process. These strategies interact meaningfully with key policy design charac-
teristics—namely, internal consistency, coherence, credibility, and comprehensiveness
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(Rogge and Reichardt 2016)—and offer a richer understanding of how agency con-
tributes to the shaping and evolution of CPSIL

While reaffirming the adaptive and learning-oriented character of the Shared-
Agendas, the research also illustrates that policy design is not only a mechanical
task but a socially constructed process of meaning-making. It demonstrates how
complex, place-based challenges can be addressed through collaborative governance
that activates the involvement of those directly affected (Colebatch 2018; Lewis 2025;
Peters 2018a).

From the perspective of agency, a further contribution lies in unpacking policy
entrepreneurship strategies as patterns of action indicative of the innovation function
within the policy process. Policy entrepreneurship is thus analytically distinguishable
from other forms of agency, such as leadership, in its explicit orientation toward
systemic change (Capano et al. 2025). These findings contribute to advancing a
more nuanced conceptualization of CPSI as an agent-driven, iterative process, intrin-
sically linked to the design and reconfiguration of evolving policy mixes guided by
transformative directionality principles.

Regarding the limitations and external validity of the research, while the study
is based on an in-depth analysis of an extreme case, the policy entrepreneurship
strategies identified may be transferable to other contexts where public administra-
tions seek to advance CPSI through experimental and place-based approaches. Future
research could examine the extent to which these findings are generalizable across
different institutional settings and policy domains, and how variations in context
shape the strategies and outcomes of policy entrepreneurship.
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