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Summary: This research explores, within the Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC)1, 
community, how may have COVID-19 contributed to Second Order Learning --understood as changes in 
beliefs, assumptions, points of view and behaviours --that is relevant for sustainability transformations. 

Main research objective: To understand how has the pandemic impacted a research and practice 
community working towards sustainability transitions from an individual, community, regional, national 
and global perspective. 

Methodology: 

A diverse sample was built including location, type of work, gender and age within the TIPC organisation 
including funders and practitioners from STI agencies, as well as sustainability and innovation 
researchers.  Sixteen persons (from 8 countries: Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Norway, South Africa, Spain, 
Sweden and the United Kingdom) were interviewed twice, first between May and July, and the second 
time between September and December. A virtual workshop occurred, with ten of the sixteen 
participants on July 7.   

Interviews focused on the impact of Covid-19 to assess how changes in the different levels of analysis 
are perceived and then on the learnings from the pandemic. While individuals are not representative of 
their organisation or countries, the reflexive space aimed to capture the transformative innovation 
perspective and situated challenges during the pandemic. The workshop opened up the space for a 
broader conversation about STI and SOL. 

Main Results 

Most interviewees considered that their lives had “not changed that much” although their usual 
activities were definitely different and notably adapted to the new normality. Some individuals without 
children reported being able to concentrate more, having less activities, gaining commuting time, being 
obliged to stop traveling, and being closer to nature as impacts. In contrast, participants with young 
children reported less sleep needed to cope with online work and childcare.  

Anxiety, uncertainty and insomnia were often present at the first round of interviews but usually gone 
at the second round. Being sick, having a job, and the economic downturn were considered the main 
preoccupations of most.  

Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) agencies forming the consortium are usually not directly 
responsible for the health response, but they had more attention from the public opinion and more 
political pressure to respond to a more challenging environment. Despite the relevance of having 
evidence for health and related policies, the lack of a deeper debate on the role of STI towards 
sustainability was reported by many of the participants. The fact that the consortium intends to 
promote a more reflexive approach and directionality to STI trends remains present.  
The technological jump resulting from changes towards online work meant broader possibilities of 
global interaction but also extra stress when inadequate equipment and broadband were present, 
especially in Global South entourages. This difference meant a potential increase in social inequality as 

1 See the TIPC website: http://www.tipconsortium.net/ 



the gap remains visible and would clearly strengthen the distinction between persons capable of 
working online and those who do not have that possibility.  
 
Second Order Learning was defined as a change in beliefs, assumptions, points of view and behaviours 
that were associated to the Covid-19 situation. New understandings about life, work and sustainable 
transitions were certainly present as a result from the pandemic but not easily categorized as a different 
type of learning that would be easy to distinguish from typical learning. Therefore the jump towards 
calling that learning a second order one still needs to be more thoroughly discussed.  
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