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ABSTRACT

The energy transition is the largest infrastructure transformation in human history — rebuilding in thirty years what took over
two centuries to build, while adding two billion more people to the planet. The challenge is not primarily technological. The
technologies exist or are within reach. The binding constraints are speed, scale, and the ability to continuously absorb and
deploy new solutions across five structural dimensions simultaneously: investment volume, policy frameworks, supply chains,
customer adoption, and workforce. Innovation — understood as the systematic conversion of ideas into economic value at
scale — is the capability that determines whether the transition succeeds within the window that matters. Corporate
innovation in the energy sector is, however, poorly understood even by those who study it most closely. The dominant mental
model conflates innovation with R&D, treating both as variants of the same activity. In practice they are structurally distinct.
Business-as-usual optimisation operates where outcomes are known and capital is committed with confidence. Non-
incremental innovation operates where the outcome is uncertain but the problem is defined and the corporate is willing to
back a solution. R&D operates where neither outcome nor path is known, and external funding or long time horizons are
required. Conflating these three modes produces misallocated resources, misaligned incentives, and persistent frustration — in
industry and in academia alike. This talk describes how EDP has organised its innovation capability around three
complementary mechanisms. Open innovation creates a systematic interface between corporate problem statements and the
startup ecosystem — through programmes run both independently and in consortium with other major utilities — generating
pilots, rollouts, and investments across renewables, networks, and client solutions. Venture building constructs new businesses
from scratch where no adequate market solution exists, moving projects through a disciplined pipeline from opportunity
screening to scale-up. Corporate venture capital takes equity positions in startups directly relevant to EDP’s core domains,
combining strategic optionality with financial return. Each mechanism operates with a different theory of change, a different
risk profile, and a different relationship to the core business. The talk draws on concrete project examples across all three to
illustrate what works, what fails, and why organisational architecture matters as much as individual initiative. The central
argument is simple: innovation in the energy transition is not a research agenda — it is a management discipline, and it can be
learned, structured, and systematically executed.
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