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Innovation Ecosystem
The Role of Kerala Development
and Innovation Strategic Council

K Chandra Shekar, P V Unnikrishnan

Through the review of the Kerala 
Development and Innovation 
Strategic Council’s non-linear 
innovation programmes—One 
Local Government One Idea, 
One District, One Idea, Young 
Innovators Programme, Kerala 
Knowledge Economy Mission, 
and emerging technologies 
in governments—the article 
explores the building of a holistic 
innovation ecosystem in Kerala by 
the K-DISC. 

There is a growing recognition of 
the importance of innovation and 
effi ciency in economic growth 

and development (Schumpeter 1934). 
Innovation is widely acknowledged as a 
critical driver of economic development 
(Grossman and Helpman 1994), and 
learning capabilities play a crucial role 
in the competitiveness of regions (Cohen 
and Levinthal 1989; Bell and Pavitt 
1993; Shekar and Joseph 2022). Govern-
ments have been actively involved in 
promoting science, technology, and in-
novation to improve the well-being of 
their constituents, often referred to as 
the science, technology, and innovation 
policy (Borrás and Edler 2014).

While innovation policies are of great 
interest, they have received limited at-
tention in academic literature. This lacks 
the holistic models of non-linear innova-
tion policies for regional or national sys-
tems (Edquist 2019). Differentiating be-
tween research and innovation policy is 
essential to foster an innovation-centric 
approach not controlled solely by re-
search-focused councils (Pelkonen 2006). 
The academic literature of innovation 
studies agree about the absence of ideal 
types of non-linear innovation policies to 
aid the development of a region (Edquist 
2019; Lundvall et al 2009). However, 
scarce but growing, scholarly and poli-
cy-oriented literature of national and 
international reports  have studied the 
characteristics of subsets of existing in-
novation policies and a few country-
specifi c research cases (Edquist 2019; 
Pelkonen 2006). 

The Kerala Development and Innova-
tion Strategic Council (K-DISC) was es-
tablished by the Government of Kerala 
with a unique focus on innovation poli-
cy. Unlike similar councils in other parts 

of the world that tend to prioritise sci-
ence and research policy, K-DISC concen-
trates on non-linear innovation policies 
with the aim of building a holistic inno-
vation ecosystem in the state. 

However, there is limited publicly avail-
able information about K-DISC’s opera-
tions, which creates a shortage of knowl-
edge and information. This article aims 
to fi ll this gap by reviewing K-DISC’s in-
novation programmes that contribute 
towards building the holistic innovation 
ecosystem, thereby improving the quali-
ty of such policies in Kerala and beyond.

Innovation Ecosystem

During the early stages of innovation re-
search and policy, the linear model was 
prominent, focusing on the supply-push 
perspective and the role of research in 
driving innovation (Freeman 1987). How-
ever, the systems of innovation approach, 
popularised by Lundvall et al (2009) and 
Nelson and Rosenberg (1993), has gained 
traction in recent years, emphasising in-
novation processes and their determi-
nants. This approach recognises that re-
search alone is not suffi cient for innova-
tion. Previous research within the inno-
vation systems approach has primarily 
focused on system components like or-
ganisations and institutions, rather than 
dynamic processes and their evolution 
(Lundvall et al 2009).

Innovation systems highlight the com-
plex interactions between actors with com-
plementary competencies operating un-
der specifi c institutional settings (Lund-
vall et al 2009). The metaphor of a system 
emphasises the distributed yet coordi-
nated agency underlying the innovation 
process, with interactions between fi rms, 
universities, policymakers, and interme-
diaries creating positive externalities 
crucial to innovation (Nelson 1993). Dif-
ferent variants of innovation systems have 
been formulated, including national, re-
gional, sectoral, and technological ap-
proaches, each with distinct boundaries 
(Lundvall et al 2009). Empirical evidence 
suggests that innovation systems research 
lags behind in being systemic, broad-based, 
and demand-oriented (Edquist 2019; Lun-
dvall et al 2009; Shekar and Paily 2019).

Moving towards a holistic innovation 
ecosystem, innovation policies have 
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expanded from narrow and linear per-
spectives to encompass a broad range 
of actors and activities. The innovation 
ecosystem is defi ned as the evolving set 
of actors, activities, artefacts, institu-
tions, and relations that contribute to 
the innovative performance of individu-
als or groups (Edquist 2019). A holistic 
innovation ecosystem considers all pub-
lic actions impacting innovation pro-
cesses and encompasses all determi-
nants of innovation, moving beyond a 
supply-driven perspective. It recognises 
that partial innovation ecosystems often 
focus on specifi c determinants, such as 
research and development, while linear 
innovation policies are common but lim-
ited. The government’s involvement in 
building a holistic innovation ecosystem 
is essential. It guides scientifi c progress 
through innovation policy, funds infra-
structure development, and provides 
resources for the wider society.

Kerala’s Innovation Ecosystem

The evolution of science and technology 
policy can be traced back to government 
support for research and development 
post-World War II, driven by the Cold 
War and the desire to enhance techno-
logical and military capabilities. In the 
post-1980’s globalising world, competi-
tiveness and national systems of innova-
tion have gained importance in knowl-
edge creation and commercialisation. 
Kerala’s innovation ecosystem is rele-
vant in today’s post-boom stage of the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution, offering a 
framework for building inclusive, sus-
tainable, and innovation-driven econo-
mies. It incorporates the innovation sys-
tems perspective, emphasising systemic 
interactions between actors and institu-
tions in shaping the innovation process. 
Additionally, it draws insights from local 
innovation and grassroots innovation 
literatures, highlighting the potential of 
grassroots and community-driven inno-
vation to address social and environ-
mental challenges.

Innovation can emerge from both tech-
nological and non-technological know-
ledge. Non-technological innovation re-
lates to the know-how, skills, and work-
ing conditions embedded in organisa-
tions. Sustained gains in productivity 

depend on innovation which, then, drives 
market power and competition among 
entrepreneurs. Ideation and market suc-
cess require strong higher education ini-
tiatives, university–industry linkages, and 
contributions from the creative arts and 
humanities alongside science and tech-
nology. Such a broad-based platform is 
essential for knowledge creation and in-
novation. The entire innovation ecosys-
tem of Kerala, with its interconnected 
factors, is crucial for enabling such an 
innovation. It brings academia, industry, 
government, private sector, develop-
ment actors, and civil society together 
for interaction, dialogue, and social 
learning. Stakeholders combine their in-
digenous knowledge, business interests, 
and organisational skills to generate in-
novation. Interactions within the eco-
system can occur physically or virtually, 
addressing challenges and opportunities 
at different levels—from a village or 
community to a district or statewide, or 
throughout a value chain or economic 
sector. This aims to tackle challenges in 
various economic sectors while promot-
ing socio-economic development.

Formation of K-DISC1 and its initia-
tives: India declared 2010 as the “Dec-
ade of Innovation” to drive growth and 
competitiveness. The National Innova-
tion Council (NInC) was established to 
implement inclusive innovation strategies 
and prepare a road map. Building on 
NInC’s work, Kerala established the State 
Innovation Council and later formed the 
K-DISC in 2018. K-DISC’s innovation agen-
da prioritises total sustainability by ad-
dressing global issues such as health, 
nutrition, business, climate change, en-
gineering, social innovations, artifi cial 
intelligence (AI), and security. Linear in-
novation policies emphasised engineer-
ing and biology, overlooking social inno-
vations. This led to unsustainable social 
behaviour and numerous social prob-
lems, globally. Therefore, the K-DISC’s 
focus has shifted to non-linear innova-
tion policies, including social innova-
tions, recognising their signifi cance in 
tackling social problems, and unsustain-
able behaviour. 

K-DISC emphasises skill development 
to tackle youth unemployment through 

incubation centres and mentorship pro-
grammes led by experienced academi-
cians and entrepreneurs. This, combined 
with increased government and private 
sector funding and years of business ex-
perience, promotes sustainable industri-
alisation and innovation.

A holistic innovation ecosystem re-
quires technology infrastructure, research 
institutions, funding sources, policy frame-
works, skilled workforce, and incuba-
tors/accelerators. K-DISC recognises the 
importance of building such an ecosystem 
to drive economic growth and job creation 
while addressing social challenges. It 
provides mentorship, incubation facilities, 
networking events, and funding opportu-
nities. K-DISC collaborates with stake-
holders, and conducts coordinated pro-
jects on blockchain, electric vehicles, al-
ternative energy, and climate resilience. 

The major innovation programmes of 
K-DISC which closely integrated to Kerala’s 
innovation ecosystem are: (i) One Local 
Government One Idea (OLOI) program-
me; (ii) One District One Idea (ODOI) 

program me to promote innovation eco-
system in districts; (iii) Young Innova-
tors Programme (YIP); (iv) Kerala Know-
ledge Economy Mission (KKEM); and 
(v) the programme for emerging tech-
nologies in governments.

K-DISC’s Methods

K-DISC’s methods that aim to foster inno-
vation, knowledge sharing, and collabo-
ration in the above-mentioned pro-
grammes include: (i) problem identifi ca-
tion and repository: K-DISC systemati-
cally identifi es and categorises problems 
faced by stakeholders, storing them in a 
digital repository. (ii) Community of 
practices (CoP): CoP fosters knowledge 
diffusion and innovation by facilitating 
communication and collaboration among 
academicians, researchers, engineers, and 
other practitioners from different disci-
plines. (iii) Mentorship and guidance: 
K-DISC provides experienced mentors who 
offer support and guidance to the innova-
tors throughout their journey. (iv) Resource 
network and connectivity: K-DISC facili-
tates networking and connections with 
academia, private enterprises, research 
institutions, and govern ment agencies 
to provide innovators with the necessary 
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resources. (v) Capacity building and train-
ing: K-DISC organises programmes and 
training sessions to enhance participants’ 
skills and knowledge in innovation pro-
cesses and entrepreneurship.

These methods create an environ-
ment conducive to collaboration, knowl-
edge sharing, and continuous improve-
ment. They enable professionals to work 
together, address challenges, learn from 
experiences, and generate new ideas for 
innovation. By integrating them, K-DISC 

initiated the below-mentioned innova-
tion programmes and is thus driving so-
cio-economic development by address-
ing societal challenges in Kerala. These 
programmes can leverage the collective 
knowledge and expertise of their parti-
cipants to drive innovation and achieve 
their objectives.

One Local Government One Idea pro-
gramme: The OLOI programme in Kera-
la initiated by the K-DISC exemplifi es 
how local innovation can drive econom-
ic development and solve complex chal-
lenges. It enables local bodies to gener-
ate knowledge and apply it to local eco-
nomic development (LED) through inno-
vative solutions in various sectors. The 
programme aligns with the vision of local 
government bodies to facilitate LED and 
is supported by agencies like the Kerala 
Institute of Local Administration (KILA) 
and the local self-government depart-
ment (LSGD). The OLOI empowers the lo-
cal communities to come up with inno-
vative solutions for sustainable econom-
ic growth. For instance, in agriculture, 
communities have developed techniques 
like integrated farming and organic 
practices. In healthcare, innovative ap-
proaches have been develop ed for pallia-
tive care and mental health.

The programme leverages the innova-
tion systems framework, emphasising 
systemic interactions between actors 
and institutions. Diverse stakeholders 
collaborate to transform local interven-
tions and address community needs, us-
ing local knowledge and resources. This 
highlights the importance of local inno-
vation for economic development and 
problem-solving. The OLOI creates a 
platform for local communities to drive 
their own development. The CoP approach 

engages diverse stakeholders, including 
academia, industry, cooperatives, and 
civil society organisations. The triple he-
lix model links universities with other 
sectors. A database of resources and 
problem statements is created for repli-
cation in similar contexts. Through 
CoPs, this will identify problems in the 
selected areas, which will be then taken 
through brainstorming sessions and re-
visions, leading up to creating a shelf of 
problem statements. The shelf of prob-
lem statements will then be open to aca-
demia, start-ups and the public for inno-
vation through hackathons. An innova-
tion portal facilitates problem statement 
creation and solution discovery. The 
CoPs guide the innovation process, men-
tor innovators, and connect them with 
relevant resources.

 
One District One Idea programme: 
Micro, small, and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs) are vital for employment gen-
eration, poverty reduction, and equita-
ble wealth distribution in developing 
economies. However, their limited size 
hinders their potential. In India, MSME 
growth strategies have been incremen-
tal, focusing on common facilities and 
market connections for minor improve-
ments (Shekar and Joseph 2022).

The MSMEs struggle to achieve econo-
mies of scale, hindering their ability to 
leverage market opportunities. Their small 
size limits functions like training, mar-
ket intelligence, logistics, and technolo-
gy innovation. This restricts their ability 
to introduce innovative improvements 
and seize new market opportunities. To 
address these challenges, K-DISC launch-
ed the “ODOI” programme. This initia-
tive aims to identify and support one 
unique business idea in each of Kerala’s 
14 districts. It provides fi nancial and 
technical assistance to promote innova-
tion, productivity, and market competi-
tiveness among MSMEs. By supporting 
MSME growth through this programme, 
K-DISC promotes inclusive and sustaina-
ble economic development in Kerala. 
The ODOI programme fosters entrepre-
neurship and innovation while creating 
a supportive ecosystem for small busi-
nesses. Its success contributes to the 
United Nation’s Sustainable Development 

Goals of reducing poverty, promoting 
economic growth, and decent work.

The ODOI programme aligns within 
the innovation ecosystem by promoting 
innovation and strategic linkages bet-
ween MSMEs and academic institutions. 
It focuses on creating clusters and net-
works of MSMEs, facilitating information 
exchange and building trust among ac-
tors. It also provides seed money and 
technology support for fostering inno-
vation, including piloting new techno-
logies developed by start-ups and re-
search institutions.

Young Innovators Programme2: The 
YIP is the K-DISC’s fl agship initiative to 
embed knowledge-driven problem-solv-
ing and collective action on global and 
local challenges within the public educa-
tion system. It focuses on demand-led 
problem-solving in 22 themes and en-
courages students aged 13 to 37 years to 
participate. It promotes business model 
innovations, social enterprises, and ap-
plied research. YIP provides cash prizes, 
and mentoring in fi ve areas, and devel-
ops design and critical thinking capabili-
ties among mentees. Since its inception 
in 2018, YIP has seen four cohorts with 
around 12,000 participating teams and 
100 ideas in the pipeline. The ecosystem 
includes educational institutions, domain 
partner institutions, facilitators, men-
tors, and evaluators. Collaborations with 
various organisations strengthen the YIP 
programme. An ICT-based support sys-
tem facilitates identifying and process-
ing promising ideas, connecting stake-
holders from academia, industry, inves-
tors, and civil society to promote innova-
tive solutions with sound business mod-
els and social relevance. YIP integrates 
stakeholders, fosters innovation culture, 
and supports innovators through men-
toring, critical thinking development, 
and recognition.

Kerala Knowledge Economy Mission3: 
The KKEM aims to develop Kerala into 
a knowledge society, driving economic 
growth, and improving lifestyles. It 
focuses on knowledge-intensive activities 
and relies on intellectual capital rather 
than physical inputs. The mission seeks 
to address current and future societal 
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problems, promote sustainable develop-
ment, and foster intellectual growth us-
ing digital technologies. The goal of 
KKEM is to provide employment to 20 
lakh educated unemployed individuals 
within fi ve years. The mission has a four-
pronged strategy:
(i) Mobilising unemployed educated in-
dividuals and career-break professionals 
through registration, training, and en-
gagement on the digital portal for pro-
spective employment.
(ii) Establishing a system for career coun-
selling and providing support through 
skilling and assessment programmes.
(iii) Connecting trained jobseekers with 
job providers and facilitating potential 
engagements.
(iv) Establishing a social security system 
and infrastructure support for knowledge 
workers, who are engaged with job provid-
ers, enables them to work near their homes. 

To achieve these objectives, the Digital 
Workforce Management System (DWMS) 
has been developed as a transparent 
digital platform that compiles job open-
ings locally and internationally. This 
focus on creating a knowledge-based 
eco nomy and providing employment op-
portunities through systemic collabora-
tion builds a holistic innovation ecosys-
tem in the state.

The emerging technologies in govern-
ments4: The emerging technologies in 
government’s programme by K-DISC 
bring together technology experts and 
government offi cials to implement cut-
ting-edge technologies in government 
operations. The programme promotes 
innovation and collaboration, bringing 
transformative changes to public service 
delivery. It covers areas like healthcare, 
water resources, transport, law enforce-
ment, agriculture, and registration, ex-
ploring technologies such as AI, block-
chain, internet of things (IoT), augment-
ed reality (AR)/virtual reality (VR), etc. 
By leveraging emerging technologies, the 
programme improves the effi ciency and 
effectiveness of public services, aligning 
with the innovation system framework. 
It also trains government offi cials to un-
derstand and integrate these techno-
logies into operations, fostering capacity-
building. The programme’s focus on 

collaboration and leveraging technology 
demonstrates its alignment with the inno-
vation system framework, enabling inno-
vation and improving service delivery.

K-DISC: A Role Model?

K-DISC has become a potential role model 
for other states in India due to its unique 
and non-linear innovative programmes. 
The council’s openness and political will 
to absorb new perspectives have set it 
apart. It provides a platform for industry, 
academia, and politics to discuss inno-
vation policy. The prominence of K-DISC 
within the political system, chaired by 
the chief minister, allows for the smooth 
transfer of advice to the government. This 
elevates the status of innovation policy 
within the government and its agencies.

K-DISC’s unorthodox innovation pro-
gram mes have built a holistic innova-
tion ecosystem in the state as an alterna-
tive to traditional linear models. It can 
serve as a role model for other states in 
initiating and governing holistic innova-
tion policies. These programmes sup-
port a diverse range of individuals and 
encourage innovative ideas for the state’s 
growth. K-DISC fosters partnerships be-
tween academia, industry, and the gov-
ernment to address societal problems 
through innovation.

Policymakers can replicate K-DISC’s 
approach to drive innovation and policy 
implementation in their regions, pro-
moting economic development and im-
proving well-being. K-DISC has enabled 
entrepreneurs, fostered collaboration, and 
built a skilled workforce. It is a valuable 
case study for governments seeking to 
promote innovation-driven economic 
development. However, further research 
is needed to assess the long-term impact 
of K-DISC’s initiatives and identify areas 
for improvement to promote more effec-
tive innovation policies.

Notes

1  https://kdisc.kerala.gov.in/.
2  https://yip.kerala.gov.in/.
3  https://knowledgemission.kerala.gov.in/.
4  https://kdisc.kerala.gov.in/index.php/i4g2021.
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