"

Industrial Innovation
Centres: Are They
For You?
by Thomas E. Clarke

The objectives of an Industrial Innovation
Centre are threefold. The first objective is
to stimulate an increase in the quantity and
quality of technological innovation
conducted in a region in the form of new
products or processes, or new businesses
based on them; the second is to encourage
and support the entrepreneurial activities of
citizens in their efforts to start or expand
technology-based companies; and the third
is to make greater use of the resources
contained in universities and community
college systems in strengthening the
performance of small and medium sized
technology-based firms, and in evaluating
and commercializing inventions from
private inventors.
These objectives will be accomplished by

the Innovation Centres offering the

following services and undertaking the
following activities:
Tom Clarke is President of Stargate
Consultants Limited and a Director and
co-founder of the Innovation M anagement
Institute of Canada. A graduate of the
Universiry of Brirish Columbia in
Vancouver, B. C. with an M . B. A. and
M . Sc. , M r. Clarke has had considerable
experience in the personnel field with
technology-based organizations. H e was
responsible for the design of Canada's
Industrial Innovation Centre Program and
played a key role in the establishment of
Canada's first two Centres.

Mr. Clarke has authored many articles and
reports dealing with rcchnological
innovation and entrepreneurship and has
recently published, through his company, a
reference book entitled " R&D M anagement
Bibliography * 1981" which contains over
3, 004 references concerne d.with the
management of research and development
and related

areas.

,

What Are They?

Industrial Innovation Centres are
organizations that provide prospective
innovators, inventors and entrepreneurs
with training, advice, and assistance in
commercializing new technical ideas. The
Centres can be considered as analogous to
"teaching hospitals" in that they provide a
practical training ground for future
innovators and entrepreneurs, and assist
industrial clients in commercializing their
ideas for new products or processes. In
effect, Lndustrial Innovation Centres
provide an "incubator service" for fledgling
new product or process ideas.
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1) Providing small and medium sized
technology-based companies, students,

faculty, or individuals in the community
with specialized advice and assistance
(where appropriate, financial
assistance) in the technical
-development and commercialization of
inventions and technical ideas., and to
help the companies or individuals to
either expand an existing business
through n ew product/process
development, or to start up a new
business, and in so doing, provide
Innovation Centre "students" with
hands-on experience in overcoming
actual problems faced by innovators or
entrepreneurs.

(2) Sponsoring the development and
presentation of specialized courses on
the management of technological
innovation, and technical
en treprereurt-hip to e ngi nee ring,
science, businbss and other

(a) Conducting

research on and becoming a
centre of expertise in technical
en trepreneu rship, the technological
innovation process, and the teaching of
these areas

The Centre would charge a fee for
providing these services to business clients.
In the case of a licence agreement, the fee
would be a percentage of royalties. For a
new business start-up, the fee could be a
percentage of sales, an equity position in a
new firm or some combination of these two.
Experience has shown that in the few
Canadian universities where courses on
Technical Entrepreneurship have been
offered to science and engineering students,
the courses have been well received. The
Elgineering Faculty at the University of ,
Waterloo in Ontario, offer a course on
Technical Entrepreneurship to its third year
engineering students and find that demand
is so great that only 50 per cent of those
students requesting to take the course can
be accommodated. The University of
Waterloo course has resulted in the
publication of "The Technical
Entrepreneur", ? book designed to assist
scientists and engineers in establishing their
own technology-based business.

Although the Industrial Innovation Centre
must work closely with a host university
and, in particular, with the faculties of
engineering, science and business, the
Centre should notbe controlled by the host
university. One of the important lessons
that was learned from observing the
American Innovation Centres that were
established by the National Science
Foundation in 1973 was that a Centre
should be, from the beginning, a separately
incorporated entity. There are four main
reasons for this:

(l)

degree-seeking students to increase the
knowledge and practical skills of
prospective entrepreneurs or
innovators, and offering short courses (2)
or workshop sessions to non-university
students. These courses would develop
the student's basic understanding ofthe

The Centre should have as much
independent decision making authority
as possible.
As the Centre is dealing with business
matters, it should haveihe protection of

limited liabilitv.

innovation/entrepreneurship process (3) As a separately incorporated entity, the
and his or her skills in problem solving
Centre and its staff are more likely to
and analysisunder real time

conditions.

business

adopt

a

business approach

(3) Providing innovators and entrepreneurs (4) The Centre will

development
resources resident in universities and
community colleges, and other sources
oftechnical experlise.
with

a

link to research and

totheir

activities.
be free to recommend
any source of assistance or help in the
community or in the country to its
clients and will not be tied to any one

source.

The Board of Directors of the Centre must
be a working board with most of the
Directors being people who have actually
gone through the process of starting a
technology-based business, or of Iaunching
a new product or process into the market
place. The Board should ensure that the
activities of the Centre are directed towards
the practical needs of both students and
industrial clients.
The degree to which a Centre has achieved
its objectives should be judged by the

following criteria:

(1) Number and sales value of new products
or processes successfully developed.

(2) Number of new successful businesses
started.

(3) Number of jobs created or saved.
(a) Number of businesses assisted, with the
economic results documented.

(5) The degree to which the Centre is
moving towards becoming
self-financing.

(6) Number of university or community
college graduates who have taken
Centre courses who become involved in
small technology-based businesses.

(7) Number of students taking Centre
courses.

(8) Number of research studies on
technological innovation and
entrepreneurship produced and
published.
Based on extensive study of the American
Centres the following section deals with the
necessary conditions which must be present
to ensure that the establishment of a Centre
will be a success.
l.re They For You?
Enthusiasm about the establishment of an
Industrial Innovation Centre is not enough.
A great deal of effortfrom both ttre business
community and the educational community
is needed to ensure that the Centre will
meet its objectives and be successful.

Necessary Conditions for Success
(1) It is of vital importance that the person
in charge of the Centre has an
entrepreneurial point of view. Because
the leader sets the tone for the
Industrial Innovation Centre, he/she

must bring to the Centre the
enthusiasm, drive and dedication of an
,

entrepreneur. It is also important that
the Centre leader has first hand
experience with the problems faced by
innovators and entrepreneurs in
comm ercializing new technology

.

Without this key individual,

a Centre could
degenerate into being a risk averse, status
quo business unable to meet the needs of
the technical community.

(2) The active support by medium-high
technology-based businesses in the area
provides the Centre staff not only with
potential clients but also with a vital
resource upon which to draw.
Executives and employees from these
businesses can be called upon to serve
on the Centre's Board of Directors, to
provide role models to students through
their participation in class lectures and
to provide strategic advice to Centre
staff or directly to Centre clients.

Without this active participation by the
business community, the Centre may take
too academic an approach in its provision of
services and take on the appearance of a
government or academic organization. The
Centre must look and act like a fast moving
business.

U.S. experience with their Innovation
Centres, it is estimated that a Centre
should be "paying for itself ' as far as
returns to the economy are concerned

within three to four years but
self-financing will take up to ten years.
A Centre should not be forced to put
financial pressure on its clients at a time
when the client needs all its cash to
sustain its growth and expansion.

(5) Last, but certainly not least, the Centre
needs to be an autonomous agency, free

from the bureaucracy of both its host
university and the government funding
department. As has been noted before,
the Centre must have the reaction time
and point of view of high technology
businesses otherwise it will have little
credibility with the business community
it is trying to assist. Separate
incorporation would be the first step in
gainihg this autonomy of decision
making. The Centre staff must be
motivated by the reward structure of the
Centre, and not by that existing in the
host university or sponsoting
government department.

If the above conditions are not met, and if
the Centre planners think that some of
these conditions can be safely ignored, then
it would be better if a Centre was not
started.

(3) To involve the university and
community college students, the Centre
must have good working relations with
the host university and other nearby
educational institutions. The
educational institutions must accept
"Centre courses" as credit courses for
students seeking degrees or diplomas.
Faculty involvement in Centre activities
should be considered as a positive factor
by senior officials of the universities
when recommendations for promotion
are made.

Lack of co-operation from the educational
institutions will result in students not being
able to afford the time from their busy
course loads to take Centre courses and
faculty will be reluctant to spare the time
from research and writing to work with
students, Centre staff and clients.

(a) Technological innovation

is a seven

to

ten year effort by most companies
before substantial profits are assured.
Because of this, a Centre must have at
least eight to ten years of stable funding
before it will become self-financing
from royalties and the sale of equity in
the companies it has assisted. From

Cinctusion
The experience gained from examining the
American Innovation Centres has shown
that the Centres can succeed in stimulating
technological innovation and technical
entrepreneurship in the Centre's incubator
type environment. The U.S. National
Science Foundation claims that their three

(

original Centres at MIT, Carnegie-Melon
university and the Uniwrsity of Oregon
have returned to the U.S. economy $9.70
for every $1.00 invested in them. These
Centres have assisted in the development of
new products and in the start-up of new
businesses. That these experimental
Centres did not achieve all of their
objectives (e.g. becoming self-financing in
five years), was due, in part, to the inability
of the National Sciencg Foundation and the
Centre managers to fully meet the above
described necessary conditions.

An Industrial Innovation Centre can play a
very important role in the industrialization
of a region or a country but because of its
complexity, the Centre must receive the full
and active support of all the participants to
ensure its success.
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