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NIU: Research, Innovation & Economic Development

The realities of a highly competitive global economy necessitate the development of strategies to position universities to drive knowledge-based economic growth.  According to a new publication on best practices for technology-based economic development issued by the State Science and Technology Institute, a national organization representing state science and technology development professionals, the universities that have been most effective in launching and supporting knowledge economies appear to display the following characteristics:

· They are performing world-class research in areas that correspond to the science and technology drivers of the national and regional knowledge sectors.

· They have a cadre of nationally prominent faculty.

· They have leadership who views the university as a key partner with industry and government in creating and growing a knowledge economy.

· They have the physical infrastructure needed to support research and technology development.

· They have mechanisms in place, including financing programs, to facilitate the translation of research findings into commercial products and processes.

To help universities become key drivers of a technology-based economy, a variety of approaches are being undertaken within the United States, as well as globally.  These approaches include:

· Building research excellence in key strategic areas

· Attracting and retaining a world class faculty

· Linking academic researchers and industry

· Capturing intellectual property to create new companies, products and processes

· Investing in physical infrastructure and the development of research parks and mixed campuses

Northern Illinois University faces both challenges and opportunities in this competitive landscape.  The challenges include a diminishing level of state financial support for higher education and a reduction in federal funding for most research and development and infrastructure programs.  However, there are unprecedented opportunities to assume a leadership role in developing an innovation-based regional economy, creating an entrepreneurial environment and supporting the creation and retention of high skill, high wage private sector jobs.

Many of the key elements are in place.  NIU has been successful in getting federal funding earmarked for technology infrastructure such as the Proton Cancer Therapy Center, NICAAD Accelerator Technology initiatives, and the ROCK program.  We now must work to leverage the investments already made by seeking competitive federal grants, foundation and private sector funding to support ongoing activities.  Further, the reengineering of the Northern Illinois Research Foundation will support commercialization activities.  Additionally, the Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity has committed to provide funding for the establishment of an Entrepreneurship Center.

Identifying the challenges and opportunities and positioning NIU as a regional center of innovation will require a visible and sustained university-wide effort.  President Peters, in his most recent State of the University address, announced the creation of the President's Innovation and Competitiveness Council.  The Council will be comprised of representatives from across our campus and business leaders.  It is charged with helping President Peters and the University to develop a roadmap to position NIU as a regional center of innovation.
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