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Background 

Structural transformation leading to economic diversification and more sophisticated productive 

capacities is key to free the least developed countries from the vicious circle of commodity dependence 

(UNCTAD, 2022). Structural transformation is intrinsically linked to economic development, and it cannot 

happen without technological learning and innovation. The most recent Global Sustainable Development 

Report (UN, 2023) and the Technology and Innovation Report (UNCTAD, 2023), show the persistent and 

serious asymmetries between the developed and developing countries that affect the current global 

landscape of science, technology, and innovation, with the Least Developed Countries (LDCs), Landlocked 

Developing Countries (LLDCs) and many African countries suffering the greatest shortfalls.  

The gap remains huge when considering investments in research and development (R&D), scientific 

publications, patents, human and institutional capacity, and enabling policy environments. UNESCO 

analysis shows that per capita national spending on R&D in high-income countries is 65 times higher than 

in lower-middle-income and low-income countries (UNESCO, 2024). Meanwhile, the Technology and 

Innovation Report 2023 unveils a high market concentration in terms of technology providers, talent, as 

well as knowledge creation in frontier technologies. 1  Specifically, frontier technologies are primarily 

supplied by a few countries, notably the United States, China, and some countries in Western Europe. 

Similarly, the knowledge landscape in frontier technologies is dominated by the United States and China 

with a combined 30 per cent share of global publications and almost 70 per cent of patents in that domain 

over the past two decades.  

The technological and industrial imbalances, coupled with the slowdown of technology diffusion across 

and within countries observed in the last decades (Andrews et al., 2016; Berlingieri et al., 2020; Knez, 

2023), could further widen technological divides, creating difficulties for latecomers to catch up. The 

increasing complexity of technologies and innovations requires higher levels of human (knowledge) and 

physical capital to keep pace with the accelerated technological change in leading economies. UNCTAD’s 

Frontier Technology Readiness Index - which combines indicators for ICT, skills, R&D, industrial capacity 

and finance - shows that LDCs, LLDCs and African countries are the least-ready for the equitable use, 

adoption and adaptation of frontier technologies and are at risk of missing current technological 

opportunities. The average index scores of LDCs, LLDCs and African countries is half or less than the global 

average, signifying the wide gaps to be addressed. 

 
1 While there is no single definition of frontier technologies, they are generally understood as new and rapidly 
developing technologies that take advantage of digitalization and connectivity. 



 

 

To promote structural transformation and to accelerate progress towards the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), it is crucial to reinforce technological capabilities and leverage the power of STI. 

Technological development offers opportunities to upgrade economies without increasing their carbon 

footprint. It is not only about innovating at the frontier, but also about adopting and adapting existing 

products and technologies to achieve higher levels of productivity according to the specific local contexts. 

This requires broader opportunities and resources for engagement of technology users and producers in 

LDCs, LLDCs and African countries.  

Less developed countries have limited fiscal space to increase investment in STI and lack the capacities to 

extensively participate in global innovation networks. Robust and creative science and technology 

partnerships that engage the Global North and South are important, as well as investments and initiatives 

that discourage “brain drain” and reward practitioner-academic hybrid careers. The Africa Higher 

Education Centres of Excellence Project, a collaboration between the World Bank and Governments in 

Africa, is a good example that enhances Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) in 

African higher education institutions and promotes regional specialization to address common 

development challenges.2  Other key areas of STI partnerships include digital infrastructure, research 

funding, research collaboration, technology and knowledge transfer. 

Objectives 

This session will discuss strategic options to strengthen the contribution of STI to structural transformation 

for accelerating the achievement of the SDGs in African countries, LDCs and LLDCs, focusing on the role 

of STI-driven partnerships. This session will spotlight successful experiences and lessons learnt of STI 

partnerships that contributed to structural transformation and explore how national, regional, and 

international institutions could scale up STI partnerships. 

Format  

The session will be structured as a panel discussion, featuring representatives from government, 

academia, civil society, the private sector, and other relevant stakeholders. High-level respondents and 

lead discussants will add their own experience and comment on the panel discussion. There will be a 

lightning talk from winners of the UN innovation competition, followed by an open Q&A session in which 

the audience will have the opportunity to ask questions and contribute to the discussion.  

Guiding questions 

The discussion will be guided by the following questions: 

• How can STI contribute to structural transformation in African countries, LDCs and LLDCs?  

• How can partnerships improve connectivity and enable digitalization?   

• What key gaps need to be addressed to scale up STI in these areas and how can national, regional, 

and international institutions contribute?  

• What policy lessons can be drawn from partnerships that have strengthened the links between STI 

and SDG achievement in countries in special situations? 

 

 
2 https://ace.aau.org/  

https://ace.aau.org/
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