What is a national innovation system?

Concept the innovation system stresses that the flow of technology and information among people, enterprises and institutions is key to an innovative process. It contains the interaction between the actors who are needed in order to turn an idea into a process, product or service on the market.

The concept of a 'system of innovation' was introduced by Lundvall in 1985. Freeman coined the expression "National Innovation System" or in his 1988 study of the success of the Japanese economy. The concept, similarly used as "National System of Innovation" was later applied to regions and sectors. According to innovation system theory, innovation and technology development are results of a complex set of relationships among actors in the system, which includes enterprises, universities and research institutes. However both authors agree that these concepts had been studied in Europe in the 1800's.Innovation systems have been categorized into national innovation systems, local innovation systems, regional innovation systems and sector innovation systems.

There is no consensus on the exact definition of an innovation system, and the concept is still emerging. Innovation is often the result of the interaction among ecology of actors, and the term 'innovation ecosystem' is occasionally used to emphasize this. For some, the expression 'innovation ecosystem' is a subset or synonym of 'innovation system'. Others separate between the expressions, using the expression "innovation system" for labeling a planned innovation environment, and "innovation ecosystem" for an ecological innovation environment
The fact that during any given era one or a few countries tend to be successful at technological innovations suggests that the national environment can have a considerable influence in stimulating, facilitating, hindering or preventing the innovative activities of firms. This leads to the study of "national systems of innovation."

The study of national systems of innovation dates back to the work of Friedrich List who in 1841 published The National System of Political Economy a book where the words innovation could easily be exchange for PE. The book set out to examine how Germany could leapfrog over the economic success of then global market leader the UK. In it List advocates not only the protection of infant domestic industries but also a wider range of measures aimed at accelerating or simply making possible industrialization and economic growth. Most of these policies were focused on learning about new technology and applying it.

For us what is particularly important about List is not simply the fact that he analyzed many features of the national systems of innovation (including education and training institutions, science, technical institutes, user-producer interactive learning, adapting imported technology, promotion of strategic industries etc.) but also that he placed great emphasis on the role of the state in co-ordinating and carrying through long-term policies for industry and the economy.

history of Canada's National System of Innovation (NSI), particularly during the post-war period, illuminating the fact that during and after World War I over 30 research universities, 150 government laboratories, and dozens of government policies aimed at nurturing innovation in private firms, academia, and government organizations were developed. He uses data obtained through questionnaire responses from all the large research and development organizations in Canada to analyse Canada's domestic system of innovation, finding increasing collaboration between universities, government laboratories, and private firms.

He concludes that Canada has been quite successful in creating a national system of innovation and that the federal government, through its initiatives and innovative techniques, has been the main factor in the creation of this system.

