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- the ‘serendipitists’ are often portrayed in the literature as curious, easily 

distracted, intuitive, judicious and flexible observers, however difficult to manage, 

with an independent spirit and an unpredictable behavior 

- each researcher must be able to command part of his time to follow his own ideas 

without having to justify it 

Not all innovations are based on serendipity. One does not start from scratch as we 

can learn from the evolution of technology (Brian Arthur, 2009). But  still ‘new 

technologies are constructed mentally before they are constructed physically and 

this mental process will need to be carefully looked into’ (Brian Arthur, 2009: 23). 

Another warning can be derived from all this: 

12. When innovation is at stake, don’t rely too heavily on peer reviews [5] 

‘The solution of social problems lags behind technology because we have not 

organized the same sharp search for new ideas’ (Platt, 1966: 132). This is the 

reason for the next don’t. 

13. Don’t reduce innovation to technological innovation 

The question is whether the definition of innovation should not be broadened to 

include social innovations which are not necessarily commercially successful, but – 

by definition – socially accepted. See for example social innovations in urban 

revitalization (Drewe, Klein & Hulsbergen, 2008). Even the EU in its latest 

Framework Program has introduced the notion of demand-driven research and 

innovation policies. Apart from economic growth, welfare and well-being, too, are 

targeted: 

‘The objective is to rebalance the research and innovation policies so that they 

include the demand for knowledge and innovation, taking into account in a realistic 

manner the European dimension of markets and social needs and global public 

goods like the environment and climate, education, health. The context of the 

current crisis will have to be taken into account’. 

Only universities that organize a sharp search for social innovations can really 

justify the public nature of their mission and their wider social and cultural 

responsibilities: in the general interest. 

 

With the rise of mass higher education, the cost of universities seem to reach the 

limits of public spending capacity. One may whether universities can afford 

respecting all the don’ts listed above. But then the question also is whether coping 

with these warnings is always costly. Maybe a change of mentality sometimes 
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suffices to become an innovative university. This must be explored in greater detail. 

University must learn to be innovative. Or is a learning university an oxymoron? 

This is surely a complicated task, but: 

‘ One should not complicate things for the pleasure of complicating, but should also 

never simplify or pretend to be sure of such simplicity where there is none. If things 

were simple, word would have gotten around’  (Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc). 

Of course, framework conditions such as the public financing of universities are 

important. Take for example the Netherlands, a highly developed country. In 2007, 

the government contribution was 4% higher than in 1995 whereas the student  

population in the same period has increased by 20%. At the same time, the overall 

national budget for research has shrunk (on top of that, business firms have 

invested less in innovation). More input, however, does not automatically produce 

more innovation as science and and the innovation system do not function along 

input-output lines (Rıpke & Kozlova). 

Let’s conclude with an anecdote: 

A university professor charged with testing the eligibility of students for a public grant, 

during the interview asked only one question ‘Do you know how much a jetfighter costs?’ – 

before reaching a positive conclusion on the grant. 

One last warning (for the time being): 

14. Don’t get your priorities wrong when it comes to invest in the future. 

 

Notes 

[1] See also: http://ec.europa.eu/invest-in-research/monitoring/knowledge_en.htm  

[2] France seems to be especially susceptible to the prestigious ranking. But it is not the 

only country. 

[3] The drawing has been copied from the cover of Van Andel & Bourcier (2009). It’s from 

Daumier, entitled ‘ Monsieur Babinet prévenu de la visite de la comète’. 

[4] Van Andel mentions that ‘Harry Beckers, head of research in the Shell company, has 

always kept an open mind for serendipity (the discovery of the polyketon “Carillon” proved 

him right). Beckers was opposed to the Harvard Business School approach which assumes 

that research and development can be planned’ (Van Andel & Bourcier, 2009).  

[5] See the experiences reported by Hannan (2006). 
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