Researchers with the femtosecond laser at SFU'’s state-of-the-art 4D Labs. Simon Fraser University photo.

Making Universities Canada’s
Innovation Accelerators

Andrew Petter

Canada suffers from an innovation gap that puts our
national economy at a competitive disadvantage. While
there are structural obstacles in the marketplace that
are difficult to overcome, there is a huge opportunity for
Ottawa to drive an innovation agenda by developing
and leveraging the strengths of Canada’s globally com-
petitive universities. Universities, however, must also be
prepared to rethink their policies and revise their prac-
tices to maximize their innovative potential, writes the
President of Simon Fraser University.
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e ne can only overcome
weakness by developing
strengths.”

These are the words of Peter Drucker,
the management consultant, educator
and author, whose well-earned fame
was based on his ability to convert com-
plex organizational lessons into action-
able advice. And his wisdom is particu-
larly applicable to a problem currently
plaguing the Canadian economy.

Canada has an innovation gap that is
compromising national productivity
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and constraining our competitive-
ness. That gap is the product of struc-
tural weaknesses in the marketplace
that have hampered private sector
research and development. At the
same time, we possess a significant
strength—a university system with
huge research capacity and innova-
tive potential. For a new government
committed to pursuing an ambitious
innovation agenda, this system pro-
vides a promising foundation upon
which to build.

Addressing these points in turn, there
can be no question that Canada has
been falling behind in the innova-
tion race. The World Economic Fo-
rum ranks Canada’s innovation per-
formance 22nd in the world, down
from 12th in 2009. Ours is the only
country in the Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD) that spends more to ac-
quire other people’s technology than
the world buys from us.
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The result is a corresponding drag on
productivity, especially compared to
our nearest and most important trad-
ing partner. Since 2000, Canada’s la-
bour productivity growth has been
one-third that of the United States—
a gap that has had an inevitable,
negative impact on our economic
competiveness.

A major cause of this underperfor-
mance has been our lack of invest-
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ment in research and development.
Canada’s total R&D investment cur-
rently sits 12th compared to others
in the OECD. This deficiency can
be ascribed to certain structural ob-
stacles in the Canadian marketplace.
Many of Canada’s largest firms are
branch plants of companies that do
most of their R&D elsewhere. And
small and medium-sized enterprises
frequently lack the internal R&D ca-
pacity they require to stay competi-
tive and to grow.

These are embedded barriers that defy
easy policy prescriptions. So Drucker
would wisely advise that, rather than
trying to correct these weaknesses, we
seek to bolster our strengths. Here, the
university sector provides a powerful
policy lever. While Canada’s private
sector research performance is lack-
ing, our universities are recognized
as research powerhouses. We have 23
universities listed among the best 500
in the world—a remarkable showing
for a country with less than half a
percent of the world’s population.
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It is true that between 2006 and
2014 Canada fell from third to sev-

enth place among OECD countries
for its HERD intensity (the percent-
age of gross domestic product spend
on Higher Education Research and
Development). However, the last
federal budget injected $95 million
in new funding to the three federal
granting councils—an important
first step in reversing this trend and
restoring Canada’s standing in this
key indicator.

ere, then, is the basis for a
policy solution—a clear op-
portunity to overcome weak-

ness by developing strengths. The
federal government has already
made some important moves in this
direction. It has begun to restore
Canada’s support for higher educa-
tion research funding and has com-
mitted significant funds to a pro-
posed innovation agenda. It is vital
that this process continue—and that
government takes full advantage of
universities’ extraordinary research
strengths and innovative potential
in pursuing that agenda.

But the challenge is not government’s
alone. If universities are to drive
Canada’s innovation agenda, we too
must heed Drucker’s call to overcome
weakness by developing strengths.

First, universities need to increase op-
portunities for researchers to engage
with industry and civil society to in-
form their research activities, and to
increase the chances of their discov-
eries and innovations succeeding in
the marketplace. This is not as obvi-
ous as it might seem. The traditional
model of university knowledge mobi-
lization involves researchers making
discoveries and developing ideas in
isolation from the community, and
then trying to push them out into
an untested and unfamiliar market-
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place. Not surprisingly, relatively
few survive the journey. Indeed, the
gap between university research and
the marketplace is so pervasive and
so well known that it has its own
name—the ‘valley of death.’

Against this paradigm, Simon Fraser
University (SFU) has enjoyed success
by enabling researchers to connect
with industry and the community
early in the process to enable their
research to be pulled to known mar-
ket needs and opportunities. Our 4D
Labs, for example, is a state-of-the-art
materials science and engineering fa-
cility that undertakes research in re-
sponse to information received from
industry partners. Another model,
Innovation Boulevard, is a communi-
ty-based venture led by SFU and the
City of Surrey that brings university
researchers together with health care
providers and industry partners to
develop new medical technologies.

second goal for universities
A should be to equip their stu-

dents with practical knowl-
edge and skills, and with entrepre-
neurial abilities. One way to do this
is to expand cooperative education.
This is already an area of success;
more than 80 Canadian post-sec-
ondary institutions send over 80,000
students a year to co-op placements,
where they learn hands-on skills and
find practical applications for their
theoretical training. The University
of Waterloo has one of the largest co-
op programs in the world, and other
schools such as the University of Vic-
toria and SFU are working hard to
close the gap.

Universities must also do more to
provide entrepreneurship training
opportunities to students in all dis-
ciplines. Marketable discoveries and
ideas arise across the university, not
just in business schools. It is therefore
important for all students to have ac-
cess to programs that help them gain
the knowledge and support they
need to bring those discoveries and
ideas to the marketplace. To this end,
SFU recently initiated an undergrad-
uate certificate program in entrepre-
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A portable brain scanner is one of many medical technologies being developed at Innovation
Boulevard, a venture led by SFU and the City of Surrey. Simon Fraser University photo.

neurship that is available to students
across the university, as well as a cer-
tificate program targeted at graduate
students in science and engineering.

A third strategy for harnessing inno-
vative capacity is creating university-
based incubation and acceleration
programs and networks that provide
faculty, students and community
partners the support they need to
launch successful business ventures.

A leading example is I-INC (Incubate
Innovate Network of Canada), a pan-
Canadian, technology accelerator
network established by Ryerson Uni-
versity, SFU and the University of
Ontario Institute of Technology. The
network’s West Coast hub, SFU’s Ven-
ture Labs, has become B.C.’s largest
business accelerator, and its leading
accelerator for capital formation and
science-based venture creation. In-
ternationally, Ryerson, SFU and the
Bombay Stock Exchange Institute are
partnered in Zone Startups, the first
Canadian-led accelerator in India,
and SFU has partnered with Hanhai
Holding, a high-tech conglomerate
connected to leading Chinese univer-
sities, to establish a China-Canada ac-
celerator network.

Many universities have created busi-
ness incubators specifically designed
to support student entrepreneurs.
SFU'’s Venture Connection was the first
in Western Canada, and is available to
students from across the university.

Innovation is not just about generat-
ing profit. It's also about producing

value for people and for society. So,
universities need to foster programs
that nurture social innovation. An
SFU example is RADIUS (RADical
Ideas Useful to Society), a social inno-
vation lab and venture incubator that
is open to all SFU students, as well as
to others. Since it was established in
2013, RADIUS has supported more
than 80 ventures and fostered nu-
merous programs, the newest of
which is the RBC First Peoples Enter-
prise Accelerator.

There are two major challenges to be
addressed if Ottawa is to succeed in
advancing its innovation agenda—
one for government and one for uni-
versities. Recalling Drucker’s advice,
the course for government seems
clear: the best way to overcome
weaknesses in Canada’s marketplace
that inhibit private sector R&D is for
Ottawa to develop and leverage the
research strengths and innovative
potential of this country’s universi-
ties. And for universities, the path is
no less obvious: even as we look to
government to invest in universities
as a means of building an innova-
tion economy, we must be prepared
to rethink our policies and revise our
practices to maximize the value of
that investment.
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most community-engaged research
university. sfu_pres@sfu.ca



