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T
he recent review of the national innovation system (the ‘Cutler Report’
) is the latest in a long series of government-sponsored inquiries into innovation in Australia. Clearly, there is an ongoing concern that the country has a problem with innovation, or at least that we are not doing as well as we might—a feeling often expressed by the assertion that Australians may be great at inventing things, but are relatively poor at bringing their inventions to market, that is, at innovating.

Evidence to support or refute this assertion is difficult to come by, in part because innovation is hard to define, and in part because it is hard to measure. Some observers, for example Peter Roberts, the former editor of BRW, point to Australia’s relatively low levels of venture capital investment, patenting, business expenditure on R&D (BERD), and technology exports as indicators of a low level of innovation. Although a few sectors, such as finance and resources, have been quick to develop and adopt new technologies, in general the Australian economy does not include global companies selling ‘new to the world’ products. There is a growing recognition that the resources boom, on which the country has ridden for nearly a decade, will really not last forever, and may in fact be cut short by concerns about global warming and the resulting pressure to reduce consumption and become more efficient. Moreover, the deficit in Australia’s current account, driven largely by a huge imbalance between imports and exports of manufactured goods, will become increasingly difficult, and increasingly risky, to sustain. On these arguments, the country does indeed have an innovation problem, and on past results, it appears unlikely that another report by a government-selected committee is going to solve that problem. Careful information gathering, thorough analysis, and objective reporting and recommendations are required if progress is going to be made.

The recent book edited by Peter Cebon of the Melbourne Business School is a timely step in the right direction (Measured Success: Innovation Management in Australia, Melbourne University Press, 2008, 290 pages, paperback). The book is centred on a dozen case studies of innovation in Australian organisations both large (BHP, CSIRO, Telecom/Telstra) and small (Proteome Systems, Kinacia, Micronisers). The cases are topped and tailed by a foreword and commentaries from six Australians involved in commercialisation in various ways—a journalist, a politician, a consultant, a venture capitalist, an IP expert, and a civic leader. Cebon himself contributes an introduction, analysis, and recommendations for the future.

The case studies, written largely by research assistants, are somewhat of a mixed bag. Although always clearly written, some of the cases are short on important detail, particularly financial information—presumably an outcome of the need to get company permission for publication, but a disappointment for readers who want to do their own analysis. The cases are intended for a managerial, rather than a student, audience; most present conclusions as well as description.
 Cebon notes that his analysis of the cases ‘ranges beyond the data presented in the cases,’ further frustrating those readers seeking an opportunity to draw and then to test conclusions. The editor’s analysis includes a few straightforward and helpful frameworks, for example of technology-market orientation and of risk, which might have been used to drive a consistent narrative structure across the cases; as it is, some cases contain rich detail about topics such as intellectual property, while others are nearly silent on those same topics. 

By Cebon’s reckoning, ‘while some of the projects and ventures studied were successful, most were not.’ Readers will draw their own conclusions about the outcomes, but most are likely to agree that the case studies represent a uniquely valuable first look at innovation in Australia as it actually happens—or doesn’t.

For the most part, the commentators agree that Australia’s innovation problem is deep-seated; a few are not confident that the problem will ever be solved. The causes of the problem are variously cited as historical (an easy life as a ‘technological supplicant’); cultural (aversion to collaboration, intolerance of risk, acceptance of dependency); physical (small domestic markets); and financial (good returns from investing in resources and real estate). The commentators propose, each from their own perspective, some innovative approaches to improving innovation in Australia. While these approaches vary in detail and plausibility, there is little question that they are worth considering, ideally before the resource bubble actually bursts. Overall, Cebon’s book is an interesting and insightful view into an area that has been much more talked about than studied; the cases and frameworks are likely to find their way into many future analyses of the state of innovation in Australia.
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1.	The report (Venturous Australia—Building Strength and Innovation, Cutler and Company, Melbourne, 2008) is available online at http://www.innovation.gov.au/innovationreview/ 


2.	Teaching versions of the cases are available from the Melbourne Business School; email: case_studies_dept@mbs.edu.





– 
 –

– 
 –

– 
 –


