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1. Executive Summary

Global challenges increasingly require solutions that
move beyond innovation to real-world adoption.
Against a backdrop of growing geopolitical volatility,
energy market disruptions and broader global
instability, there is a heightened premium on
solutions that are not only scalable, but resilient.
Prizes such as the Zayed Sustainability Prize have
become powerful catalysts for identifying and
elevating such breakthrough solutions. Yet the true
measure of success lies in whether recognition
translates into lasting impact, shifting the focus
from selection to the design of post-award pathways
and the broader ecosystems required to enable
impact at scale.

The value of prizes extends well beyond direct
funding, with influence realised through impact
multipliers - visibility, validation, network

access, policy convening and follow-on capital.
But these are rarely sufficient on their own.
Philanthropic actors are often decisive in converting
recognition into scale by providing patient capital,
organisational support, technical assistance and a
bridge to institutional adoption. In practice, prizes
and philanthropies create the greatest value when
designed as complementary instruments rather
than parallel ones.

Yet the broader prize landscape remains
fragmented, with ongoing confusion between
prizes, grants, accelerators and other programmes
weakening strategic clarity, distorting expectations
among applicants, and undermining the credibility
of impact claims.

In this context, leading platforms such as the
Zayed Sustainability Prize are well positioned to
play a convening and system-shaping role. Beyond
recognising excellence, prizes can help align
actors across policy, capital and implementation
ecosystems. In an increasingly uncertain operating
environment, this reinforces the need to move
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from isolated interventions towards system-level
approaches that account for interdependence
and long-term adaptability. This points to a
broader evolution in which prizes, together with
philanthropic partners, act not only as identifiers
of solutions, but as architects of the enabling
environments required for solutions to scale.

At the same time, growing demand for shared
impact frameworks is driving interest in a Prize
Council or coordinating coalition that could support
transparency, shared learning and selective
collaboration across prize organisations and aligned
philanthropies.

This report draws on discussions with multiple
stakeholders convened by the Zayed Sustainability
Prize during Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week (ADSW)
in January 2026. Throughout the discussion, a
consistent lesson emerged: over the coming
decade, effectiveness will depend on whether prizes
are embedded within impact ecosystems that link
recognition to scale by aligning philanthropy, policy,
capital and local delivery partners.

Therefore, strengthening integrity and resilience
through shared principles and governance
standards, alongside practical tools for measuring
multipliers and long-term impact, will be critical if
prizes are to sustain legitimacy and deliver lasting
outcomes in a rapidly changing world.
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2. Introduction and Context

Prizes and philanthropies are increasingly operating
as policy-adjacent actors, moving beyond funding
and recognition to influence agenda-setting,
coordination and system-level change. This
evolution reflects declining confidence in traditional
public institutions and a growing expectation

that non-state actors help bridge gaps between
innovation, policy, and long-term market resilience.

Zayed Sustainability Prize

As a result, attention is shifting from discovery to
delivery. The period following an award is often
the point of greatest risk, when the absence

of procurement pathways, regulatory clarity,
demand signals and investment readiness can
prevent promising solutions from scaling. Whether
innovations are integrated into public systems or
market structures now depends less on recognition
itself than on the alignment of policy frameworks,
capital and institutional adoption mechanisms.
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3. Objectives
of the Report

High Leve Disiogu: From Innovation to infuence inthe
nd Phianthvopic Landscape ™

Discussions during the Dialogue highlighted four
priorities for translating recognition into measurable
impact through a more coordinated ecosystem.
Firstly, there is a significant need for a partnership
model to be designed in a way that could shorten
the distance between awards and real-world
outcomes, with particular emphasis on post-award
adoption and scaling.

Secondly, shared principles and integrity standards
covering transparency, rigour, governance and
conflict management are needed to strengthen
trust and sustain legitimacy across the prize
landscape.

Zayed Sustainability Prize

Thirdly, clearer pathways are required to move
innovations from recognition to scale, including
multi-year support and deliberate ecosystem-
building. Finally, greater cross-sector alignment is
needed to convert ambition into action.
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4. From Innovation Recognition
to System-Wide Change

A credible prize begins with explicit clarity about
what it is rewarding. Objectives may range from
solving a defined technical challenge to identifying
best-in-class solutions, recognising early-stage
promise, or honouring lifetime contribution while
enabling further work.

The experience of the Zayed Sustainability Prize
underscores the importance of this clarity in
practice. By only recognising solutions that combine
innovation with real-world impact and scalability,
the Prize has supported a diverse portfolio of
winners whose work illustrates different pathways
from recognition to system-wide change.
Organisations such as Ignite Energy Access have
distributed renewable energy solutions across sub-
Saharan Africa, reaching underserved communities
at scale, while Mamotest has broadened access to
early breast cancer detection through Al-enabled
diagnostics and partnerships with healthcare
providers across Latin America. These examples
demonstrate that when criteria are closely aligned
with practical outcomes, prizes can do more than
recognise excellence, they can help accelerate
solutions that are already positioned for wider
adoption.

Participants highlighted the risks that arise when
entities are labelled as prizes but operate in
practice as grant programmes or accelerators. Such
ambiguity blurs expectations, distorts incentives
and weakens credibility. That is why selection
criteria must align with strategic intent and be
communicated with precision to applicants, juries
and external audiences alike.

In practical terms, each prize should articulate

a clear theory of contribution: what it seeks to
change? Is it the capability, credibility, access to
capital, policy attention or readiness for adoption?
Moreover, how is its selection process designed to
deliver that outcome?

Zayed Sustainability Prize

Beyond definition, clarity of purpose has direct
implications for design choices. Challenge-based
prizes prioritise measurable performance against
predefined metrics and are suited to surfacing
breakthrough solutions. Recognition-based prizes,
by contrast, rely on comparative judgement,
requiring strong governance, transparency and
jury calibration. Lifetime or achievement awards
raise further questions about timing, eligibility and
whether recognition is intended as an endpoint or a
platform for continued impact.

Purpose also determines who should compete

and who should judge. A prize aimed at technical
validation demands different expertise, risk
tolerance and evidence thresholds than one focused
on systems change or social adoption. Without this
alignment, prizes risk rewarding excellence in one
dimension while neglecting the conditions required
for real-world deployment.

Clarity of purpose shapes post-award responsibility.
Prizes that reward potential rather than delivery
implicitly assume a role in enabling next steps
through partnerships, signalling, or integration

into broader ecosystems. Where that role is not
acknowledged or designed for, the gap between
recognition and impact widens.
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Limitations of the
Current Models

Many prize models operate within a fragmented
innovation-to-impact pipeline, leaving recognition
disconnected from the systems required for
implementation: finance, regulation, procurement,
market demand and community validation. The
result is an isolated success risk, where winners are
celebrated but subsequently fail to integrate into
real-world systems.

Impact rarely stems from a single intervention.
Outcomes typically emerge through a sequence
of actions over time, recognition, follow-on
support, policy alignment, market development
and execution capacity—making simple claims of
causality both analytically weak and potentially
misleading.

Beyond fragmentation and attribution, several
structural limitations constrain the effectiveness

of prizes. For example, temporal misalignment is
common. Prizes often operate on short cycles, while
adoption, regulatory change and market formation
unfold over years or decades. Without mechanisms
for sustained engagement, early momentum
dissipates.

There are also the capacity constraints among
winners that are frequently underestimated.
Recognition can outpace organisational readiness,
leaving winners without the governance,
operational systems or leadership bandwidth
required to absorb rapid growth or manage
institutional partnerships.

Moreover, there are misaligned incentives

which can skew behaviour. Competitive prize
structures may favour technical performance over
deployability, policy fit or community acceptance,
producing solutions that excel in evaluation settings
but struggle in real-world conditions.

Zayed Sustainability Prize

Geographic and contextual biases that can limit
relevance. Globally branded prizes may privilege
solutions designed for high-income or well-
resourced environments, even when challenges are
most acute elsewhere.

A further limitation is the tendency of large, globally
branded prizes to favour solutions optimised for
well-resourced environments. Innovations designed
for high-income markets or mature institutions can
perform strongly in competitive evaluation, yet
prove difficult to adapt to contexts where capacity,
infrastructure or governance are constrained.
Without explicit attention to localisation and
community-level adoption, prizes risk favouring
technical excellence over contextual relevance.

Finally, prizes often run into legitimacy risks,
especially when the selection processes lack
transparency or when funding relationships blur
independence. In contested policy domains,
perceived bias can erode trust not only in individual
prizes but in the broader ecosystem.
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The Case for System-Level Approaches

System-level outcomes rarely emerge from isolated
interventions. Prizes and philanthropy perform
distinct but complementary functions within
broader strategies aimed at translating innovation
into durable impact.

Prizes are effective at discovery and signalling. They
can surface promising solutions, confer credibility,
convene diverse actors and focus attention on
clearly articulated challenges. Philanthropy, by
contrast, is better positioned to provide multi-year
anchoring by absorbing early risk, strengthening
organisational capacity and supporting the
integration of innovations into institutions, markets
and public systems.

Neither instrument, however, is sufficient on

its own. Real-world outcomes typically depend

on coordinated action across multiple domains,
including finance, policy, procurement and delivery.
Where these elements are misaligned, recognition

risks remaining symbolic rather than transformative.

A system-level approach recognises that impact is
constrained less by the availability of solutions than

Zayed Sustainability Prize

by failures of coordination. Innovations frequently
stall not because they lack technical merit, but
because no single actor has the mandate or
incentives to align capital, regulation and demand.
In this context, prizes function most effectively as
entry points into ecosystems, while philanthropy
provides the connective tissue that enables
solutions to move from validation to adoption.

This framing also clarifies institutional responsibility.
Prizes that reward early promise or breakthrough
performance implicitly rely on downstream

actors to carry innovations forward. Where those
pathways are absent or weak, the gap between
recognition and impact widens. Embedding prizes
within enabling ecosystems, linking them to policy
actors, long-term funders and market participants,
reduces this risk and increases the likelihood that
recognition leads to scale.

Prizes are powerful tools for agenda-setting and
mobilisation; philanthropy is critical for continuity
and execution. The implication is not to blur roles
but to align them.
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5. Strengthening Prize Design,
Integrity and Governance

As prizes have grown in prominence, scrutiny of how they are designed and governed has also intensified.
Credibility increasingly depends not only on what prizes reward, but on how decisions are made,
communicated and defended over time. Weaknesses in process can undermine legitimacy as quickly as

failures in impact.

Selection Rigour and
Due Diligence

Credible prizes depend on robust professional
mechanics. These include clear and defensible
selection criteria, alignment among jurors,
proportionate due diligence and predefined
protocols for managing edge cases, such as when
no candidate meets the required standard, when
a winner underperforms post-award, or when
reputational risks emerge after selection.

Prize organisers regularly face difficult judgement
calls: whether to withhold an award entirely; how
to handle candidates who misunderstand eligibility
or intent; and how much responsibility a prize
bears once recognition has been conferred. In some
cases, ambiguity over whether a prize is rewarding

Zayed Sustainability Prize
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past achievement or future potential has created
confusion, disappointment and reputational risk.

Communication is therefore as critical as the
process. Where criteria are not articulated precisely,
or where qualitative judgement is layered onto
ostensibly objective metrics, expectations can
diverge sharply between organisers, juries and
applicants. This risk becomes acute in “best-in-
class” or recognition-based awards, where nuance
is unavoidable and transparency becomes central to
trust.

Overly light scrutiny exposes prizes to credibility
risks; excessive requirements, by contrast, can
exclude early-stage innovators or distort incentives.
The challenge then is to calibrate rigour to purpose,
while ensuring that juries are supported by clear
guidance and professional secretariat functions.
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Shared Principles and
Standards

Against this backdrop, there is a strong case

for shared global principles such as an ISO-like
baseline for prize credibility. The objective is not
standardisation of models, but the establishment
of minimum expectations that allow prizes to be
assessed, compared and trusted across contexts.

Such a framework would address recurring integrity
concerns including perceptions of pay-to-win
dynamics, blurred relationships between funders
and outcomes, and uneven governance practices
across the rapidly expanding prize landscape. Most
importantly, it will help philanthropic actors to
witness the independence they seek when funding
prizes.

A practical principles framework could include:

B Lﬂ—
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Transparency

of process and

decision logic

Jury composition,
independence and
conflict-of-interest
management
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Clear eligibility Impact

criteria measurements post
recognition

Clear nomination
and selection rules,
including guidance on
anonymisation

&

Safeguards against
financial or political
influence on outcomes

Governance clarity, particularly regarding
relationships with funders, sponsors and
downstream partners

These principles are to play a guidance role rather
than constraining one. It is important to note that
creating a rigid rulebook can undermine innovation
or fail to reflect the diversity of prize purposes.
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The aim here is to create credibility without
uniformity by having a shared foundation that
strengthens legitimacy while allowing different
prize models to operate according to their strategic
intent.

10
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6. Metrics and Impact Multipliers

Metrics are not neutral. They shape behaviour,
direct resources and confer credibility. What prizes
choose to measure determines not only which
innovations are rewarded, but which types of
solutions are developed, how organisations present
themselves and how external stakeholders interpret
success.

Why Metrics Matter

Poorly designed metrics can therefore misallocate
effort. Meanwhile, overly narrow indicators risk
privileging technical performance over deployability,
or short-term outputs over long-term system value.
Conversely, vague or inconsistent metrics weaken
confidence, making it difficult to distinguish genuine
impact from reputational effect.

Two complementary measurement lenses are
required. Ex ante metrics shape behaviour before
an award is made. These metrics influence prize
design, guide applicant effort and signal what
outcomes are valued whether technical feasibility,
scalability, cost reduction or policy relevance.
Where such criteria are misaligned with real-world
constraints, prizes can incentivise solutions that
perform well in evaluation settings but struggle in
adoption.

Ex post metrics, by contrast, are essential for
accountability and learning. Their impact typically
unfolds over time through multiple interventions,
making simple attribution both unrealistic and
misleading. Retrospective assessment allows prize
organisations to understand where recognition
added value; through validation, capital
mobilisation, ecosystem formation or policy access,
and where it did not. Several challenge-based
prizes generated impact even where no formal
winner emerged, by creating durable communities
of innovators, accelerating technical learning and
attracting follow-on investments.

Zayed Sustainability Prize

More broadly, challenge-based prizes often
generate value beyond the success of a single
winner by stimulating patents and product
development, advancing technical milestones, and
strengthening communities of practice around

a defined problem. In some cases, their lasting
contribution lies less in a single breakthrough than
in clarifying feasibility, building testing capacity,
and helping innovators, investors and institutions
understand which pathways are viable at scale. In
doing so, prizes serve not only to surface solutions,
but also to strengthen ecosystems and guide where
future capital and attention can be most effectively
directed.

It is important to clarify that neither lens is
sufficient on its own. Ex ante metrics without

ex post evaluation encourage overconfidence in
prediction; outcomes assessment without clear
design intent limits learning. Together, they enable
more disciplined prize design, more honest claims
about impact, and a cumulative evidence base that
improves future interventions.

In this sense, metrics are not simply tools for
measurement. They are instruments of governance,
shaping incentives, sustaining legitimacy and
determining whether prizes contribute to durable
system change or remain symbolic exercises.
Therefore, it is important to report not only positive
outcomes, but learning from failure and unintended
effects, particularly in areas such as natural capital,
community impact and long-term sustainability.

11
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Practical Impact and
Multiplier Framework

The impact of prizes cannot be assessed through
prize money alone. Their primary value often
lies in the secondary effects that trigger signals,
relationships and capabilities that alter an
organisation’s trajectory or reshape a field.

One such approach is to assess impact multipliers
by looking at the mechanisms through which
recognition amplifies outcomes beyond direct
financial support. These include attention, where
prizes generate visibility and sustained narrative
lift that can elevate an issue or organisation onto
the agendas of investors, policymakers and the
public. In some cases, high-profile awards also serve
a cultural function, expanding the audience for
climate and development issues beyond specialist
communities and helping normalise emerging
solutions within mainstream public discourse.

A second multiplier is validation. Prizes confer
credibility, de-risking organisations for funders,
partners and governments that lack the capacity or
appetite to conduct their own due diligence. This
signalling effect is particularly important for new
philanthropists, institutional investors and public
actors, for whom prize recognition functions as a
trusted proxy for quality.

Beyond rewarding individual winners, challenge-
based prizes can accelerate learning curves, surface
comparative insights and build communities of
practice. Even unsuccessful competitions, or those
without formal winners, can generate lasting

value by clarifying feasibility, redirecting effort and
strengthening the field as a whole.

Follow-on investment, partnerships, procurement
contracts and philanthropic co-funding frequently
exceed the value of the initial award. Some prize
organisations now assess this retrospectively,
using capital mobilisation as a proxy for market

Zayed Sustainability Prize

confidence and long-term relevance, while also
feeding these insights back into future prize design.
Where commercial or policy pathways remain
immature, blended finance instruments, such as
development finance participation, outcome-based
contracts or philanthropic risk capital, have played
an important role in bridging the gap between
validation and scale.

Finally, policy access and convening power
represent a critical but under-measured multiplier.
Prizes can create pathways to regulators, public
buyers and institutional decision-makers, shaping
adoption conditions in ways that individual
organisations could not achieve alone. In several
examples, integration into government programmes
or regulatory frameworks proved decisive in
achieving scale.

Alongside these multipliers, winner feedback
provides a useful qualitative signal. How recipients
describe the value of a prize; who they credit,

what changed as a result, and which doors were
open, offers insight into where recognition
genuinely altered outcomes. While not a substitute
for objective measurement, this winner’s voice
functions as an important diagnostic tool, analogous
to consumer satisfaction in other sectors.

12
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Taken together, these multipliers provide a more realistic account of how prizes create value. They
acknowledge that impact is cumulative, indirect and often non-linear—and that learning, redirection and
ecosystem effects can matter as much as headline success.
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Winner feedback can serve as an important
indicator of value—similar to a “consumer
satisfaction” signal—while remaining distinct from
objective outcome measurement.
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Even where no prize is ultimately awarded,
challenge-based models can still create value

by building communities, accelerating technical
learning, and shaping field-level understanding of
feasibility.

13
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/. Collaboration Between Prizes
and Philanthropies

Defined Roles and
Responsibilities

Prizes and philanthropies occupy distinct positions
within the impact ecosystem. Prizes function
primarily as challenge-setters and signal amplifiers,
surfacing solutions, sharpening narratives,
conferring legitimacy and attracting attention from
actors who might otherwise remain disengaged.
Philanthropies, by contrast, operate as long-

term anchors—providing multi-year support,
strengthening organisational capacity, improving
governance and enabling integration into public
systems, markets and institutions.

Those roles are complementary but not
interchangeable. Prizes are often most effective at
the point of inflection—when an organisation needs
validation, visibility or access to new networks.
Philanthropies add value where sustained execution
is required, particularly as organisations transition
from direct delivery to indirect impact through
government partnerships, multilateral funding or
market-based scale.

Zayed Sustainability Prize

Therefore, philanthropic actors play a critical
bridging role after recognition: helping organisations
convert visibility into implementation, supporting
the partnerships required for deployment, and
absorbing some of the early institutional or
operational risks that prizes alone cannot address.

At the same time, collaboration raises governance
sensitivities. Several philanthropic actors cautioned
that direct funding of prize organisations can create
perceived conflicts of interest, particularly where
philanthropies also fund potential winners. For that
reason, practical collaboration should be designed
around firewalled mechanisms: separate selection
and funding processes, transparent eligibility

rules, staged handoffs after judging, and published
conflict-of-interest protocols.

This framing positions prizes less as delivery
mechanisms and more as credibility and translation
platforms—providing validation, due diligence

and narrative coherence for actors who lack the
capacity to assess opportunities independently.
Independence is therefore not incidental, but
central to the value prizes provide within the
broader ecosystem.

14
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Partnership Models for
Accelerated Impact

Well-structured collaboration can significantly
bridge the gap between recognition and
deployment. In practice, collaboration works best
when it is sequenced after selection, supported
by firewalled governance, and focused on the
specific constraints that stand between a winner
and real-world uptake. Prizes can help translate
between these domains, framing evidence in ways
that resonate with decision-makers, clarifying risk
for capital providers, and supporting innovators to
articulate credible pathways to adoption.

First, multi-year philanthropic pathways can

be structured to follow recognition, providing
continuity as organisations build capacity,

refine governance and engage with policy or
market actors. In many successful cases, prizes
opened doors, while philanthropies ensured that
momentum was not lost once attention moved on.

Second, shared decision points and coordination
mechanisms can align support without

Zayed Sustainability Prize

compromising independence. Rather than joint
funding of prizes, this may involve structured
handoffs, shared learning forums or informal
alignment on priority sectors and timing.

Third, integrated support across functions—
technical assistance, communications, fundraising
strategy and policy engagement—can address
the constraints that most often stall post-award
progress. Winning a prize is often the beginning
rather than the culmination of the journey.

Crucially, prizes should be understood as one
instrument within a broader philanthropic toolkit.
They are effective at catalysing momentum and
attracting new actors, but they cannot substitute
for sustained capital, institutional engagement or
long-term execution support. Where these roles are
confused, expectations are misaligned and impact
diluted.

The most effective collaborations respect difference
rather than seek convergence: prizes retain
independence and signalling power; philanthropies
provide continuity and scale. The challenge is not
integration for its own sake, but coordination that
preserves credibility while accelerating outcomes.

15
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8. From Linear Scaling
to Systems Sandboxes

Many of the challenges prizes seek to address are
not constrained by a lack of innovation, but by
failures of integration. Scaling a single solution in
isolation is rarely sufficient when outcomes depend
on the interaction of multiple technologies, actors
and institutional conditions. Linear models of
impact—designed to take one innovation from pilot
to scale—are poorly suited to problems that are
inherently systemic.

Cross-Portfolio
Integration

A shift is therefore required from mono-dimensional
scaling pathways towards multi-dimensional
systems problem-solving. This approach is
particularly relevant where outcomes depend on
public goods provision or decentralised delivery,
and where no single innovation or business model
is sufficient to address the challenge at scale.
Community development, energy, sanitation,
mobility and resilience, for example, do not scale
independently; they co-evolve within shared policy,
infrastructure and market environments.

One emerging response is the creation of systems
sandboxes; those are shared problem spaces in
which winners from multiple prizes are brought
together to collaborate on a defined challenge.
Rather than competing for scale individually,
participants co-create integrated solutions, test
interoperability, and engage collectively with
policymakers, investors and implementers. In this
model, prizes act as feeders into a broader adoption
environment, while the sandbox provides the
structure for coordination and learning.

Zayed Sustainability Prize

Sandboxes could be particularly valuable in
contexts where much of the future system has
yet to be built. Rapid urbanisation, especially

in parts of Africa, was cited as an illustrative

case: with large portions of future housing stock
unconstructed, there is a window to integrate
clean materials, electrification, sanitation, nature-
based solutions and community design from the
outset. No single prize or innovation can address
this alone, but coordinated portfolios can.

This approach reframes success. Rather

than asking whether a single winner has

scaled, systems sandboxes focus on whether
complementary innovations have been adopted
together, whether policy and procurement
barriers have been lowered, and whether
ecosystems have shifted towards more coherent
solutions. For prizes, this represents a move
from rewarding isolated excellence to enabling
collective impact—an evolution better aligned
with the complexity of the challenges they
increasingly seek to address.

16
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lllustrative Systems Challenge Areas

4> _
T

Future urbanisation and resilient infrastructure

in Africa illustrate the systems nature of many
challenges prizes increasingly seek to address. A
large share of the energy, water and food systems
required by 2050 has yet to be built, creating a
narrow window in which policy, finance and design
choices will lock in outcomes for decades. The
choice is stark: rapid urban expansion can either
entrench informal settlements and high-emissions
infrastructure, or support the development of
housing and communities that are resilient,
affordable and fit for the future.

Addressing this challenge requires integrated
solutions across housing design, low carbon and
circular materials, sanitation, climate resilience,
nature-based approaches, electrified mobility and
community needs. None of these components

Zayed Sustainability Prize

can scale independently. Adoption depends on
coordinated procurement, regulatory alignment,
infrastructure planning and access to long-term
capital—areas where isolated innovations, however
strong, routinely fail.

Systems sandboxes offer a way to respond at the
appropriate level of complexity. By convening
complementary innovations from across prize
portfolios into a shared adoption environment,
they allow solutions to be tested together against
real-world constraints, while engaging policymakers,
financiers and implementers early. In this model,
success is measured not by individual winners
scaling in isolation, but by whether integrated
systems are adopted—reducing fragmentation and
accelerating durable, system-level change.

17
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9. Adoption, Markets and
Scaling Constraints

The decisive barriers to impact typically emerge
after recognition. While prizes are effective at
surfacing solutions and conferring legitimacy,
adoption, market integration and scaling remain
the points at which many innovations stall. These
constraints are structural rather than technical, and
they explain why recognition alone rarely translates
into durable outcomes.

The Post-Award
Adoption Gap

The period following an award is frequently

the most vulnerable phase in an innovation’s
development. At this stage, organisations must
contend with procurement processes, regulatory
frameworks, financing arrangements and
institutional partnerships—domains that many
prizes are not designed to address directly.

Scale, however, is often achieved not through
markets alone but through integration into public
systems. In practice, many innovations gain traction
only once they are adopted within government
programmes or public procurement pathways. Yet
few prizes are structured with sufficient emphasis
on commercial readiness, financial planning or
pathways to institutional uptake, leaving award
recipients ill-prepared to make the transition from
recognition to delivery.

Progress beyond pilot stages typically depends on
a combination of market access, policy alignment,
demand certainty and implementation partners.
Where these conditions are absent, even highly
credible and well-publicised solutions struggle

to scale. In successful cases, momentum is

often sustained only when other actors, such as

Zayed Sustainability Prize

philanthropies, governments or private sector
partners, intervene once recognition has opened
initial doors.

This exposes a central tension in current prize
models. Awards are commonly optimised for
selection and visibility, rather than for adoption and
execution. Without explicit post-award pathways
or reliable handoffs into delivery ecosystems, the
gap between recognition and real-world integration
continues to widen.

Organisational
Readiness and
Execution Capacity

Adoption failures are often organisational

rather than financial. Recognition can outpace

an organisation’s ability to execute, exposing
weaknesses in governance, operational systems,
leadership capacity and institutional credibility.
Even where capital and policy support are available,
organisations may struggle to absorb growth,

18
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manage complexity or sustain partnerships at scale.
At this stage, capacity-building frequently becomes
decisive. Organisations transitioning from direct
delivery to indirect impact through government
engagement, procurement contracts or market
partnerships, require strengthened governance,
professionalised operations and strategic clarity.
Without this institutional readiness, prize recipients
may remain technically credible but operationally
fragile, limiting their ability to convert recognition
into sustained outcomes.

Capital, Demand and
Market Formation

A further constraint arises at the interface between
prize ecosystems and capital markets. In practice,
solutions that scale tend to meet one of two
conditions: they either address a compelling public
good that governments are willing to adopt and
fund, or they demonstrate a credible commercial
pathway that attracts private capital. Innovations
that fall between these categories often struggle,
regardless of technical merit, unless additional
market-shaping mechanisms are introduced.

While prizes can confer legitimacy, many validated
innovations struggle to translate credibility into
finance, particularly beyond early stages. Growth-
stage investors typically require evidence of
demand, regulatory certainty and scalable delivery
models, conditions that recognition alone does not
create.

Demand formation is often the missing link. In
emerging or contested markets, weak or misaligned
demand can undermine otherwise viable solutions.
Business models dependent on immature markets
face pricing uncertainty, credibility challenges and
hesitant buyers, reflecting failures of market design
rather than shortcomings in innovation.

In this context, prizes can play a constructive

role by shaping narratives, convening buyers and
suppliers, and contributing legitimacy to emerging
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demand signals. Where this function is absent, even
well-validated solutions risk remaining stranded
between proof and scale.

From Recognition to
Integration

Taken together, these constraints point to a
consistent conclusion: impact is limited less by the
availability of innovation than by the readiness of
systems to absorb it. Successful adoption depends
on aligned incentives across procurement, policy,
capital and organisational capacity—domains

in which coordination failures are common and
institutional responsibility is diffuse.

For prizes, the implication is clear. Recognition
delivers its greatest value when embedded within
enabling ecosystems that support institutional
uptake, market formation and long-term execution.
Where such conditions are absent, prizes risk
amplifying promise without enabling delivery.
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10. Agenda-Setting Power and
Ethical Responsibility

As prizes and philanthropies expand their
influence, their role as agenda-setters has become
increasingly consequential. Decisions about which
challenges to prioritise and which solutions to
elevate shape not only funding flows and policy
attention, but also how complex global problems
are understood and debated.

Agenda-setting, however, carries responsibility
for second-order effects. By amplifying particular
approaches, prizes can unintentionally crowd out
alternatives, redirect investment prematurely

or entrench narratives before evidence has fully
matured. In fast-moving or contested domains,
this risk places a premium on humility, pluralism
and periodic reassessment. Sustaining legitimacy
therefore requires more than transparent process;
it demands an explicit awareness of narrative
power, geopolitical perception and the limits of
private authority in shaping public priorities.

Shaping
Understanding of
Emerging Global
Challenges

Prizes and philanthropies influence the framing of
emerging global challenges by determining which
issues gain visibility, which solutions are legitimised
and which pathways are treated as credible. In
doing so, they shape policy agendas, investor
behaviour and public discourse, often well beyond
the immediate scope of an award.

With this influence comes an obligation to ground
agenda-setting in evidence, equity and lived

Zayed Sustainability Prize

experience. Where global challenges intersect with
regional realities, credible priority-setting depends
on sensitivity to local context and meaningful
inclusion of perspectives from communities most
affected. Without this grounding, well-intentioned
interventions risk misalignment with on-the-ground
needs, unintended reinforcement of existing
inequities, and operational fragility in the face of
regional instability.

Agenda-setting responsibility also extends to how
solutions are developed and delivered. Where
legitimacy depends on community trust, prizes
that do not invest in local capacity or locally led
implementation risk weakening adoption, even
when global recognition is strong.

Managing Risk and Bias

Ethical and geopolitical risks are increasingly
salient as prizes operate in domains characterised
by rapid change and high stakes. Bias in selection,
concentration of decision-making power or opaque
governance arrangements can quickly erode trust
and undermine credibility.

Managing these risks requires clear and transparent
processes, independent and diverse juries, robust
conflict-of-interest safeguards and explicit attention
to how power and representation influence
outcomes. Integrity, in this context, is not merely
procedural. It is a strategic requirement for
sustaining legitimacy, particularly where prizes
intersect with contested policy debates and evolving
global priorities.
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11. Forward-Looking Priorities and

Commitments

The future effectiveness of prizes will be determined
less by their visibility than by their ability to operate
within systems that support delivery. Several
priorities emerge as critical over the next decade.

First, credibility must be reinforced through stronger
shared norms. Clear principles on transparency,
rigour and governance are needed to protect trust
as prizes play a more prominent role in shaping
agendas and allocating attention. These principles
should provide a baseline for integrity without
constraining the diversity of prize purposes or
models.

Second, recognition must be more deliberately
connected to scale. Prizes are most effective when
embedded within enabling ecosystems that link
policy, capital, communications and long-term
support. Moving beyond one-off awards towards
coordinated pathways will be essential if recognition
is to translate into adoption.

Third, measurement needs to better reflect how
impact actually occurs. Practical frameworks
should move beyond narrow financial accounting
to capture the indirect and cumulative effects of
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prizes, including validation, narrative influence,
innovation spillovers, capital mobilisation and
policy access. Comparable metrics would also
support learning across prize models.

Finally, system-level collaboration should be tested
selectively, not assumed. Cross-prize initiatives
such as shared sandboxes focused on defined
challenges—offer a way to reduce fragmentation
and accelerate integration. These efforts should
remain targeted, time-bound and subject to
review.

Across all areas, progress will depend on
disciplined coordination rather than informal
alignment. Learning, transparency and clear
boundaries between roles should guide
collaboration, ensuring that independence

is preserved while collective capacity is
strengthened.

Translating these priorities into practice will
require modest but sustained coordination
capacity, including shared mapping of prize activity,
structured learning mechanisms and periodic
review to adapt approaches as conditions evolve.
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12. Conclusion

Prizes have acquired an increasingly prominent
role in shaping how social, environmental and
technological challenges are identified and
addressed. Their appeal lies in their ability to
discover solutions, signal credibility and mobilise
attention across fragmented landscapes. Yet their
limitations are equally clear. Recognition alone
rarely delivers durable outcomes, and its effects
depend heavily on the conditions that follow the
award moment.

The evidence suggests that impact is determined

less by selection than by integration and resilience.

Adoption mechanisms, institutional flexibility,
market design and policy alignment ultimately
shape whether prize-recognised innovations are
absorbed into real systems or remain isolated
successes. Where these enabling conditions are
absent, even well-designed prizes risk amplifying
promise without enabling delivery.

This places a premium on clarity and discipline
within the prize ecosystem itself. Clear definitions
of purpose, robust governance and realistic
approaches to measuring impact are no longer
optional. As prizes exercise greater agenda-
setting influence, shared standards of integrity
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and transparency become central to sustaining
legitimacy—particularly in contested domains and
volatile regions.

At the same time, no single actor can address these
constraints alone. The next phase of evolution lies
in selective coordination: better handoffs between
prizes and philanthropies, closer alignment with
policy and procurement pathways, and targeted
collaboration where system-level challenges
demand integrated responses.

Ultimately, the question is not whether prizes
matter, but how they are positioned within

broader efforts to drive change. When embedded
within enabling ecosystems, prizes can accelerate
adoption, shape markets and influence policy. When
treated as standalone interventions, their impact
may risk remaining symbolic. Converting recognition
into lasting outcomes will require a shift from
celebration to execution, grounded in the realities
of what prizes can achieve on their own, and in
building resilience into the systems that support
impact under conditions of uncertainty.
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