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It is well known and acknowledged that a critical phase in the innovation cycle is the
identification or creation of a need. In this regard, one mostly thinks along tangible lines –
Amazon’s Kindle (which satisfied the need in 2007 for an electronic reader to make books more
affordable and accessible) or Apple’s iPad (which nobody needed in 2010, but which everyone
now has to have).

That said, the National Science and Technology Forum’s Plenary Meeting on 17 October
brought a whole new dimension to the ‘need’ aspect of innovation.

Ms Cristina Pinto of the Department of Science and Technology touched on this dimension as
she explained government’s role in ‘de-risking’ the system through facilitation (acts and
regulation) and funding, so that when the private sector comes on board the innovation system
works. She concluded by pointing out that innovation is not about money, but about people and
collaboration.

Dr Ntsane Moleleki, Senior Specialist: Policy Investigation at the National Advisory Council on
Innovation (NACI), carried this further when he advised that the White Paper on the National
System of Innovation (NSI) had been poorly adopted by government, agencies and business.
The reason, he said, is that the NSI is not sufficiently inclusive. It is presumed to relate
exclusively to science and technology and takes little cognizance of social innovation – the
‘people’ perspective.

He went on to point out that certain of the innovation measures currently in place indicate a
decline in innovation. The number of patents registered has decreased since 2006 and the
technology balance of payment is poor. He expressed concern that we currently have neither the
skills to maintain the technology we are importing, nor the expertise to create it. To overcome
this we need a balance between productive and high-end skills – more FET and university of
technology graduates and less university graduates. NACI, he concluded will be working towards
greater policy convergence between the NSI and the National Development Plan.

The matter of exclusivity was raised again by Dr Lebs Mphahlele, who wrote his doctoral
thesis on Innovation,and pointed out that the current system of innovation is driven by
economic ideals and lacks a people agenda. Transformation and reformation of the NSI and the
adoption of a multi-disciplinary approach are crucial if we are to move from a monetised world
(where people are indebted to technology innovation and the two are therefore in competing
relationships) to a humane world (where people use innovation to solve problems and the two
are therefore in a harmonious relationship).

Dr Mphahlele conceded that such transformation will not come about overnight. Creativity, open
dialogue and imagination will be needed. A multi-disciplinary approach will, in itself, require the
adoption of a broadly innovative mindset, right through to the methodology used, because unlike
economic and scientific methods that are easily quantifiable, non-measurables are intrinsic to
such a socially inclusive system.

Dr Velaphi Msimang of the Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection illustrated innovation,



at grassroots level, where it is a means to an end. He pointed out that when even the poorest of
the poor can think and are sufficiently innovative to get by on a dollar a day we do not
necessarily need scientists to come up with solutions or answers.  Grassroots, he said, is the
level where innovation needs to happen and where it can make the greatest difference in our
society.

Valuable insight into the difference between creativity and innovation was added by Prof. Karen
Milner, Associate Professor: Department of Psychology at Wits. She affirmed that neither
intelligence nor personality play a necessary or major role in creativity, but rather the ability to
think divergently and come up with multiple solutions. Innovation, she said, is the transformation
of the aforementioned into applications. Creative people typically have excellent creative thinking
skills, love what they are doing and are therefore intrinsically motivated (rather than monetarily
enticed).

Mrs Truida Prekel, CEO of SynNovation, concluded the proceedings with a short exposé on
courses run by the company to encourage creative thinking.

Clearly we should take greater cognizance of the ‘need’ phase in the innovation cycle. By
bringing a societal dimension to innovation, addressing it in an inclusive manner, and by looking
at and addressing the ‘need’ from a grassroots perspective, we should be able to harness it to
the greater good of our country.
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