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It’s been 6 years since a global 
pandemic began, and these years 
have been fraught with geopolitical 
unrest, rising interest rates, and 
myriad macroeconomic and supply 
chain disruptions, marking a 
period of imbalance and confusion.

Business leaders reacted to the uncertainty, and one of the major 
movements we observed was that companies pivoted, either completely 
or partially, away from long-term innovation strategy and planning.  
Client organizations across nearly every industry we serve narrowed 
their focus almost exclusively on technologies that could either enhance 
existing products or generate revenue today. This was not simply a 
change in strategy; it was a structural contraction. Long-term R&D 
functions were reduced or eliminated, dedicated innovation teams were 
dismantled, and scientists and innovation professionals were redeployed 
out of exploratory, horizon-scanning roles and into business units, where 
their expertise was applied to near-term commercial priorities.

That contraction has defined the innovation landscape for much of 
the past several years. That is why, until recently, so many of our client 
conversations centered on next-quarter results, immediate ROI, and 
derisked, incremental technology bets. Over the past quarter, Lux 
Research has been seeing that begin to change.

Across our research leadership team, and across the thousands of 
individual client interactions our analysts conduct each year, we are 
independently observing the emergence of a new pattern: Companies 
are beginning to re-engage with longer-term innovation. Horizon 2 and 
Horizon 3 innovation is coming back into view. This brief represents the 
collective view of Lux Research’s top thought leaders, synthesized across 
our direct client engagements and the broader analyst teams we manage.

We want to be precise about what we are, and are not, claiming. This 
is not yet a complete reversal, and the evidence is still early. But the 
consistency of the pattern across industries, geographies, and client types 
is striking enough that we believe it represents a material step change 
rather than noise. This report shares that foresight directly with our clients 
by identifying the 5 signals we see so you can evaluate them against your 
own experience and plan accordingly.

A Fundamental 
Shift Is Coming 
Back into View
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Across multiple industries, client conversations are 
moving beyond technologies that simply optimize 
existing operations and into genuinely frontier 
categories, for example, orbital data centers, quantum 
computing, novel electronic materials, novel functional 
health ingredients, and next-generation photonics.

Source: Lux Research. Analysis of Q2 2026 conversations held by the commercial team, including interactions with non-clients, to 
control for coverage bias and isolate genuine client interest from topics Lux covers. Findings reflect authentic conversation patterns 

with Lux Research over the trailing months.

Frontier Technology 
Interest Is Broadening 
Beyond Core Operations

These conversations mirror what we are seeing in the 
broader venture and startup ecosystems, where capital and 
innovation activity are visibly pivoting toward these same 
categories. These technologies attract enormous attention 
and often disproportionate investment. Despite their 
uncertainty and risk, they also hold significant potential. Lux 
reminds innovation leaders that the inputs to their pipeline 
and filtering methodologies must poke through the 
unicorn dust and find the unseen opportunities and risks.  

The energy industry has contracted more sharply than 
most over the past 5–7 years. It bet big on hydrogen and 
carbon capture, utilization, and storage and when that 
timeline slipped, it was left with thin innovation pipelines. 
We now see renewed interest in emerging technologies 
as companies work to rebuild those pipelines. Last year, 
however, conversations with Lux centered largely on data 
centers — a compelling near-term opportunity, but not a 
long-term innovation platform for most energy companies.  

AI is the big innovation 
theme, but AI isn’t going 

to be the next billion 
dollar opportunity for 

an oil and gas company. 
The search for that 

opportunity is still very 
much underway.

CHRISTOPHER ROBINSON 
  Lux Research

“
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A number of clients, particularly in consumer products 
and major food and beverage companies, are emerging 
from an extended period of mergers, acquisitions, and 
portfolio restructuring.

Stability After Consolidation 
Is Unlocking Innovation 
Bandwidth

What innovation leaders are telling us
Anonymized quotes from recent Lux Research client conversations.

We’re missing the step-out 
opportunities, the bigger things.

INNOVATION STRATEGY LEAD

I think we lack an independent picture 
that we can build for ourselves.

CHIEF STRATEGY & INNOVATION OFFICER

We need to do a better job 
managing that portfolio and 

creating roadmaps that connect 
the dots between product 
development and market 

trends, growth vectors, and 
market share opportunities.

R&D PORTFOLIO LEAD

Our technology road 
mapping is kind of 

weak. The majority of 
our business’ roadmaps 

are very reactive.

VP OF TECHNOLOGY

Convincing the 
stakeholders...adapting 

the communication 
and alignment with the 

stakeholders...I think that 
is the major challenge.

R&D MANAGER

They’re finally in a position 
to be stable and think about 

innovation again, or in 
some cases, think about it 

for the first time. We’ve been 
having a lot of discussions 
with clients about H2/H3-

type Horizons.

JOSHUA HASLUN, PH.D.
  Lux Research

“

“

The activity we have seen spans Mars’ USD 36 billion 
purchase of Kellanova, Ferrero’s USD 3.1 billion purchase 
of WK Kellogg, PepsiCo’s acquisitions of Siete Foods and 
Poppi, Campbell's USD 2.7 billion purchase of Sovos Brands, 
General Mills’ sale of its yogurt brands to Lactalis and 
Sodiaal, Unilever’s demerger of its ice cream business into 
The Magnum Ice Cream Company, and Kraft Heinz’s now-
paused attempt to split into two separate companies.

That structural churn itself became a source of instability, 
crowding out longer-term innovation planning. Now that 
the dust has settled, these organizations are in a position 
to re-engage with more expansive innovation efforts and, 
in many cases, rebuild their internal innovation ecosystems 
around Horizon 2, 3, and 4 opportunity scouting.

“

“

“

“

“

“

“

“

“

“
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Lux Research is able to quantify the underlying 
beliefs, motivations, and attitudes that influence 
business decision-making through a dedicated team of 
anthropologists that applies cultural and ethnographic 
analysis to millions of authentic online conversations.

Source: Lux Research. Data and analysis from our insights platform, which answers questions using 270M+ consumer data points, our 
proprietary library of thousands of manual ethnographies written by Lux anthropologists, and our proprietary anthropology-at-scale 

methodology for determining cultural maturity and future states, with responses assembled using a proprietary generative AI application. 

Innovators Are Thinking 
Further Ahead, But Their 
Feet Are Still Firmly on 
the Ground

By boosting the voices of professionals within this broader 
body of conversation, this data-driven approach reveals 
the cultural patterns and shared meanings that shape 
enterprise strategy at a scale no set of client interviews 
alone could capture.

Our data and analysis show that after several years of 
economic uncertainty and overpromised technologies, 
businesses are becoming more willing to think beyond 
the next quarter again. Yet, this isn’t a return to unchecked 
optimism. Across industries, organizations are applying 
the same investment discipline to long-term innovation as 
they do to near-term opportunities. Decision-makers still 
want vision and ambitious ideas, but the difference now 

The attraction to hype and 
buzz is back but not in the 

same way it was before. 
There is a new theme across 
how innovation executives 

are thinking and that 
is practicality. Whether 

executives are investing long 
term or short term, there is a 
clear trend that leaders have 

less appetite for risk than 
ever before.

ALINA STRUGUT  
Lux Research

“

“

is that they increasingly expect clear milestones, practical 
applications, and evidence that the technology can 
become part of everyday business. 

This shift may also be connected to the increase in interest 
we are seeing in the innovation process itself, reflected in 
much of the consulting work Lux has taken on in recent 
months. The underlying dynamic is that executives 
must operate more efficiently. Innovation teams have 
shrunk even as expectations for measurable impact have 
increased. At the same time, they must cut through the 
growing volume of AI-generated information noise while 
maintaining visibility into longer-term opportunities.

New Ideas Early Consensus Mainstream Acceptance Established Ideas
(Zone of Innovation)

Maturity

C
or

e 
m

ar
ke

t

Operational pressure (49.11%, 118.2M)
Tech infrastructure (48.96%, 117.8M)
Cost efficiency (48.49%, 116.7M)
Long-term strategy (48.31%, 116.2M)
Innovation growth (45.50%, 109.5M)
Fast execution (41.75%, 100.5M)

Legend:	      Volatile        Growing
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Lux handles thousands of analyst inquiries each 
year, each conducted as a confidential 50-minute 
advisory session between a client and a Lux expert.
While individual sessions remain strictly confidential, we are able to 
aggregate the underlying questions across our full inquiry volume, 
stripping out company names and other identifying details and 
analyzing the resulting data for patterns at an aggregate level to 
protect client anonymity. The results are shown in the chart below.

Our client experience team and analysts are also hearing this shift 
directly. Where near-term ROI questions dominated almost every 
conversation over the past two years, inquiries over the last quarter 
or two increasingly reflect a genuine mix of near- and long-term 
innovation questions.

In the chemicals and industrials sectors, the signal is real but still 
emerging in pockets. Lux’s global client base also highlights the 
fragmentation of the global innovation ecosystem, where the signals 
are currently more visible in Asia-Pacific than in Europe, and the U.S. is 
primarily focused on the short term. Directionally, however, it marks a 
clear improvement compared to the last few years, when nearly every 
client conversation was anchored to next-quarter deliverables.

Source: Inquiry Closed Last 3 Years export, n=9,542 closed inquires (Q3 2023–Q2 2026). 
Long-term/horizon-scanning share = keyword-lexicon classification of subject + description text; a preliminary, composite signal.

The Nature of Lux Client 
Questions Is Shifting 
from Short Term to 
Long Term

We are getting long-term 
innovation questions again. 

It’s not a full shift, but it’s 
much more of a mix now 

than it was.

ANDREEA BREAZU  
Lux Research

“

“

We’re starting to see more 
questions on Horizon 2 and 
3 technologies compared to 
18 months ago, when nearly 

every question was about 
incremental innovation 
for the next quarter. It’s 

refreshing to start talking 
about the future again.

YUAN-SHENG YU  
Lux Research

“

“
40%
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30%

25%

20%

Q3 ’23 Q4 ’23 Q1 ’24 Q2 ’24 Q3 ’24 Q4 ’24 Q1 ’25 Q2 ’25 Q3 ’25 Q4 ’25 Q1 ’26 Q2 ’26

Spotting a weak signal in Q2
Will it strengthen? Is this the start of a trend our clients should be watching?

Q3 2023 – Q1 2026 (11 quarters) Q2 2026 (latest quarter)

36.7&
highest quarter on record
+9.3 pts vs. Q1 2026 (27.4%)

Long-term innovation conversations – 11 quarter range: 27%-35%
no significant trend across this span

What’s behind the numbers: 
Two kinds of analyst 
conversations

Long-term innovation discussions
Same breakout as above — Q2 2026 highest 
on record (36.7%)

•	 Emerging technology & scouting
•	 Horizon scanning & watchpoints
•	 Innovation roadmap & strategy
•	 Market & business opportunity
•	 Startup & innovator introductions

Short-term operational discussions
Stayed in its usual 10%–14% band through Q2 
2026 — no breakout

•	 Current product & technology
•	 Manufacturing & production process
•	 Supply chain & vendor benchmarking
•	 Regulatory, compliance, & specifications
•	 Deployment & commercialization

Signal 4
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Perhaps the most important structural signal 
cuts across every industry we serve.

Resilience Planning Is 
Freeing Up Capacity 
for New Growth

Much of the strategic work companies completed on 
the energy transition and circular economy over the past 
decade has now been reframed as a resilience capability: 
a plan that sits ready in reserve and gets activated only 
when volatility or the right policy/regulatory environment 
(e.g., carbon tax, credit, or other greenhouse gas regulation) 
makes it commercially necessary. That reclassification, 
from active innovation work to standby risk management, 
is what is freeing up leadership bandwidth to pursue new, 
growth-oriented innovation again, independent of climate 
or transition drivers.

Our hypothesis is that the energy transition and circularity 
planning are now sorted, but that does not mean they are 
deployed. Companies have examined their technology 
challenges, evaluated their options, and stocked their 
toolboxes, ready to deploy when market conditions are right. 

For example, having largely completed their energy 
transition and circularity planning, chemicals companies 
are redirecting freed-up mindshare toward net-new 
product innovation rather than transition compliance. 
Lux is seeing this appetite concentrate less around 
exotic materials for their own sake and more around 
new chemistries. Clients are once again asking whether 
they can build something people genuinely want to 
buy, recalling the earlier nanomaterials wave, when the 
ambition was to engineer a breakthrough material capable 
of opening an entirely new market.

As shown below, our data reveal a statistically significant 
decline in enterprise inquiries related to sustainability 
and the energy transition, with interest shifting toward 
generative AI, data centers, advanced materials, and 
quantum technologies.

Source: Lux Research, “Inquiry Closed Last 3 Years,” n=9,542 closed inquiries, Q3 2023–Q2 2026 (date/time closed). Filtered to closed reason = 
inquiry delivered/resolved/answered. Exported July 15, 2026.

Now that they’ve dealt with all of 
that, they’re turning around and 
looking at growth opportunities 
again, not driven by net zero or 

climate change.

ARIJ VAN BERKEL, PH.D.  
Lux Research

“

“

30%
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5%

0%
2023Q3 2023Q4 2024Q1 2024Q2 2024Q3 2024Q4 2025Q1 2025Q2 2025Q3 2025Q4 2026Q1 2026Q2

Sustainability decline: statistically significant (P < 0.001)

Quantum 
computing

Advanced Materials 
& Synthetic Biology

Data centersAI / GenAISustainability
(Decarbon. / Circularity / Recycling / Hydrogen / PFAS / Packaging

Signal 5
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Finally, my colleague Anthony Schiavo, Lux principal analyst 
and research director, has been studying why innovation teams 
have struggled, until now, to respond well to this new volatile 
environment. We are starting to see innovation teams get better 
at handling disruptive and chaotic market conditions, a shift he 
covers in a recent research brief: Why the innovation ecosystem 
has struggled to respond to increased volatility. Our sense is that 
innovation functions have recognized they can’t wait for volatility 
to subside before pursuing long-term innovation and are moving 
forward with future planning despite external factors, largely 
outside their control, which make it difficult to see what’s ahead. 
Click here to view the "Why the innovation ecosystem has 
struggled to respond to increased volatility" research brief.

Where should we 
place our next 

innovation bets? 

How do we know 
we're investing in the 
right opportunities?  

How do we connect 
technology 

development to future 
market demand?  

The questions every innovation 
leader is asking

Compiled from anonymized Lux Research client conversations. 
Roles and industries shown, names and companies withheld.

How do we identify 
growth opportunities 
before cometitors do?

How do we avoid 
decisions built only on 

internal opinion?

How do we build a 
repeatable innovation 
process, rather than 

simply reacting?

I think companies went from 
‘cleantech is dead’ to ‘cleantech 

is strategically necessary’ to 
manage volatility.

ANTHONY SCHIAVO  
Lux Research

“

“Signal 5

https://members.luxresearchinc.com/research/insight/why-the-innovation-ecosystem-has-struggled-to-respond-to-increased-volatility
https://members.luxresearchinc.com/research/insight/why-the-innovation-ecosystem-has-struggled-to-respond-to-increased-volatility
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We believe there is material 
momentum behind the innovation 
pendulum starting to swing with a 
shift toward longer-term innovation 
strategy and planning.  

The bottom line is that any innovation strategy, 
whether short or long term, is ultimately about 
resilience. That is the throughline across every signal 
in this report. The only way to build a genuinely 
resilient organization is to balance short-term 
execution with long-term thinking and investments 
and steer the business toward the future rather 
than simply reacting to it. The question you should 
ask yourself now is: Where is your innovation 
strategy headed?

Lux Research will continue to track these signals 
closely across our client base and industry coverage. 
We encourage clients to use this report as a prompt 
to revisit their innovation pipelines, and we welcome 
the opportunity to discuss how these signals apply to 
your specific innovation strategy.

Lux 
Take
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About Lux
Lux Research fuels innovators to not only imagine what’s 
possible in the future but also operationalize innovation 
success in the near term. We deliver research and advisory 
services to inspire, illuminate, and ignite innovative 
thinking that reshapes and grows businesses. Using 
quality data derived from primary research, fact-based 
analysis, and opinions that challenge traditional thinking, 
our experts focus on finding truly disruptive innovations 
that are also realistic and make good business sense.

VISIT
www.luxresearchinc.com

For More Information

The “Lux Take” is trusted by innovation leaders around 
the world, many of whom seek our advice directly before 
placing a bet on a startup or partner — our clients 
rely on Lux insights to make decisions that generate 
fantastic business outcomes. We pride ourselves on 
taking a rigorous, scientific approach to avoid the hype 
and generate unique perspectives and insights that 
innovation leaders can’t live without.

READ
www.luxresearchinc.com/blog/

CONNECT
www.linkedin.com/company/lux-research

FOLLOW
@LuxResearch

CONTACT
questions@luxresearchinc.com


