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Philippe Baret 
Université de Louvain, Earth and Life Institute



1. What is innovation ?
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What is innovation ?

• Innovation is “the production or adoption, assimilation, and 
exploitation of a value-added novelty in economic and social 
spheres (…) It is both a process and an outcome.” - Cossan and 
Apaydin (2010) 

• ‘Innovation is defined as the adoption of an idea or behaviour 
whether a system, policy, program, device, process, product or 
service that is new to the adopting organisation. - Damanpour 
(1992) 

• Innovation is more than an invention or an technology that are  
objects. It is the match of an object and a socio-economic 
context.
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The process of innovation

• In an industrial context 
!

• Research -> Development -> Use  
!

• Are agricultural systems similar to industrial context ?  
• Diversity of actors 
• Degrees of uncertainties 
• Biological dimension 
• Temporal dimension
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The nature of innovation

• The type of innovation we are after requires not only 
innovation in technology, but also in skills and competencies of 
people and innovation in regulations and institutional 
arrangements - H.C. van Latesteijn and K. Andeweg 2011 
!

• system ->/<- context 
!
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2. New challenges, new 
innovations
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Agriculture faces new challenges

• Agriculture of the XXIst century has to meet new challenges 
• Food production 

• Ecosystemc services 

• Positive impact on biodiversity
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A new agenda for world agricultures

• Food systems must ensure the availability of 
food for everyone 

• Agriculture must develop in ways that increase 
the incomes of smallholders 

• Agriculture must not compromise its ability to 
satisfy future needs
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Report submitted by the Special 
Rapporteur on the right to food,  
Olivier De Schutter (UN, 2010)
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3. A systemic view of 
innovation
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From plot to …13
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Does a system approach matter ?

• Innovation is a system reconfiguration 
• Sustainable development asks for system innovation 
• How to think  system & innovation ?
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Le Blanc Bleu Belge : généralisation 20
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Relevancy implies a problem driven systemic 
approach 
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Does a system approach matter ?

• Innovation is a system reconfiguration 
• Belgian Blue 
• Holstein dairy cattle 

• Sustainable development asks for system innovation 
• Industrial ecology 

• How to think  system & innovation ?
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Sustainable development asks for system 
innovation

• new technologies (‘hardware’) 
• new antibiotics 

• new skills and competencies (‘software’)  
• local food market 

• system innovation (‘sysware’) 
• closing the nitrogen loop 

• new regulation and institutions (‘orgware’) 
• internalisation of externalities
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Does a system approach matter ?

• Innovation is a system reconfiguration 
• Belgian Blue 
• Holstein dairy cattle 

• Sustainable development asks for system innovation 
• Industrial ecology 

• How to think  system & innovation ?

24



How to think  system & innovation ?

• Identification 
• Acknowledge the system 
• Identify actors and norms 
• Point to lock-ins 

• Consider options 
• More than one innovation fits the system 
• All innovations are not possible 

• Implementation 
• From adoption to transdisciplinarity 
• Out of the box thinking - wicked innovations 
!

!
!
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Application : new options for Belgian Blue 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• ban caesarian 
• propose new meat quality 
• from concentrates to grazing 
• from young bulls to beef 
• ….
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3La ruée vers l’or vert - Louvain-la-Neuve - 31.03.2011 27
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Conclusion

• New challenges for food systems 
• System innovations are relevant 
• System innovations require system thinking 
• Consider options :  

• any innovations is not relevant, 
• a choice of innovation is a choice of pathway for food system
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