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Message from the Chair 

The past year has been a busy start-up period beginning with the launch of the Alberta Research 

and Innovation Authority (ARIA or “Authority”) on January 1, 2010, building the Authority team, 

conducting a series of ARIA member meetings, and ending with ARIA’s April 2011 meeting that 

included a very successful dialogue session with the Alberta government Cabinet. 

This first ARIA Annual Report covers an extended period from January 1, 2010 to June 30, 2011.   

The report summarizes key ARIA perspectives and documents its various accomplishments over 

the start-up period.  Subsequent annual reports are anticipated to be issued on a yearly cycle. 

 
Key ARIA accomplishments for the period include: 

 Defined ARIA’s strategic agenda in the fall of 2010 with updates based on discussion and 
feedback received during the April 2011 ARIA meeting. 

 Provided initial advice and perspectives to the Government of Alberta on key focus areas 
including the performance measurement and benchmarking of the Alberta Innovates 
system, system foresighting and scanning activities, and the role of post-secondary 
institutions and industry. 

 Conducted a successful dialogue session with the Alberta government Cabinet. 
 Developed a business plan for the coming year. 

 
 
 
Dr. Marvin Fritlzer 
Chair, Alberta Research and Innovation Authority 
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Introduction / Overview 

The Government of Alberta created the new Alberta Innovates organizations on January 1, 2010, 

through the Alberta Research and Innovation Act.   These organizations build on Alberta's strengths 

in the energy and environment, health, bio and technology sectors.   

Under the banner of Alberta Innovates, these organizations include: 

 Alberta Innovates – Technology Futures 

 Alberta Innovates – Energy and Environment Solutions 

 Alberta Innovates – Bio Solutions 

 Alberta Innovates – Health Solutions 

 Alberta Research and Innovation Authority (ARIA) 

ARIA is a key Alberta Innovates group comprised of national and international members with 

complementary expertise and experience in science, research, technology, innovation and industry. 

It provides strategic advice and perspectives to the Government of Alberta through the Minister of 

Alberta Advanced Education and Technology (AET) on research and innovation matters to diversify 

the economic base and power Alberta’s future.   

Consisting of up to 12 members and supported by a secretariat group, ARIA works with key 

innovation support agencies, publicly funded post-secondary institutions, industry, and 

government to further research and innovation in the province and to make Alberta more 

competitive in the global economy. 
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Perspectives and Results Reporting 

ARIA Perspectives on Research & Innovation 

ARIA seeks to provide broad perspectives and actionable advice to the Government of 

Alberta that will enable significant enhancements to Alberta’s research and innovation 

system.  Building on the experiences and best practices of jurisdictions from around the world as 

represented by members of ARIA, discussion within the Authority identified several areas that are 

critical to improving Alberta’s research and innovation ecosystem.   

Private and Public Sector Roles and Interaction 

A strong and innovative entrepreneurial ecosystem depends on the private sector enhancing 

its own research and development capacity, as well as partnering with the public sector on 

business growth, expanding exports, and working in synchrony to build community 

sustainability and wealth creation.  Robust industry leadership is a critical determinant of 

success.  However, success hinges on effective frameworks that bridge gaps between industry, 

academia, the broader community, and government.  Public sector players should develop 

innovative solutions to connect with industry on mutually beneficial terms that will assist in 

lowering the risk of industry-led research and development, creating new industries, and 

supporting the growth of small and medium enterprises.  Innovative post-secondary research 

developments and discoveries need to flow smoothly to Alberta industry to more effectively and 

efficiently produce higher value applications for global value chains.  Business models, traditional 

core skill sets, and ownership or business structures of commodity resource producers may be 

barriers to developing and then exporting value-added products and technologies from Alberta.  

For example, a forestry company may not currently have the technical skills or business and 

marketing structures needed to establish a successful value-added biorefinery that uses forestry 

waste to create green chemicals and materials at competitive costs.  Alberta industry can build a 

broader, knowledge-inspired economy from its strength in natural resources by aggressive use of 

research and innovation to drive both more sustainable and efficient resource production and new 

value-added and knowledge-based opportunities.  

A key element of such a dynamic innovation system is government support to create an overall 

enabling environment through legal, policy/regulatory, programmatic, cultural and infrastructure 

means.  In such a system, as illustrated in Figure 1, it is critical that there are both industry-led 

demand “pull” and research technology and knowledge “push” and that intermediary pathways 

exist between the parties to ensure that they connect effectively.  Governments can closely align 

research and innovation strategies to overall procurement, trade and investment strategies to help 

industry create the necessary local “market space” and international pull for new products and 

services in diversified markets e.g. the Americas, Europe, and across Southeast Asia.   
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Successful, direct partnerships between post-secondary institutions and business depend on 

flexible intellectual property and knowledge transfer policies, but more importantly on establishing 

strong collaborative relationships between professors, students, and industry personnel.  A major 

conduit for introducing innovation into the economy comes from graduates taking post-

secondary training and industry collaborative experience into the economy as new 

employees or as young entrepreneurs starting companies.  Post-secondary institutions have 

a central role to play in both teaching scientific and technical skills and in supporting 

industry-connected experiences.   

 

Figure 1: Private and Public Sector Interaction 

 

Skills and Enterprise 

To enable a diversified and innovative economy, it is important to focus on developing and 

deploying empowered individuals who are knowledgeable, entrepreneurial, and connected.  

Highly Qualified People (HQP) are developed, engaged, and empowered by an aligned and focused 

education/innovation system, starting from K-12 and continuing through post-secondary studies.  

This prepares them for embracing global opportunities and bringing benefit back to Alberta.  A 

critical mass of these individuals, especially those of the rising young generation, will drive change 

to an interdisciplinary and entrepreneurial culture of innovation across the province.  Identifying 

avenues of engagement with Albertans is critical in the early stages of this process, whether with 

traditional or social forms of media.  This engagement is made easier when each generation or 

sector has their own “champion” to share the narrative and mentor new rising stars. 
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Global Connectivity and Partnerships 

Connecting globally and forging productive and strategic partnerships are essential enablers 

for innovation.  This situation is especially true for Canada and Alberta.  As measured in scientific 

publications, Canada produces only four percent of global knowledge1.  To stay globally 

competitive, Alberta should collaborate internationally to continuously create innovative solutions.  

With Alberta’s very small population and market, it should also focus on growing exports and 

companies of scale that can maximize the benefits and amortize the costs of these solutions across 

global markets.  

This overall strategy includes developing and attracting of HQP, including champions within 

industry who have the will, knowledge, skill sets, and connections to transform good ideas into 

globally competitive products and services.  In addition to developing our own HQP, Alberta should 

continue to attract and import exceptional talent from abroad for both industry and academia.  

Importing and exporting HQP is an integral and necessary component of building connectivity and 

partnerships with foreign markets.  Alberta should also continue to capitalize on the current 

industry links to global value chains.  Alberta could foster opportunities to improve existing 

technologies by partnering with existing emerging global industrial leaders and through associated 

federal and international government and agency initiatives. 

Strategic Investments and a Broader Innovation Focus 

Positioning for success in a global environment involves difficult choices and focus.  International 

success necessitates strategic and focused investments (and in some cases, sizeable and 

sustained investments) in key areas where Alberta can develop or sustain competitive 

advantage.  For example, Alberta might consider where it can support an internationally 

competitive focal point e.g. targeted bio and health fields, materials, and broader 

energy/environment areas.  Research and innovation activities should be strategically directed and 

aligned to connect with global knowledge networks and to address specific global value chains.  The 

International Science and Technology Partnerships Canada/Alberta program, for example, enables 

both international research collaborations and helps with institutional/industry commercialization 

projects having international partners.  Collaborations build connections and business relationships 

that can be enabling precursors to understanding and entering new international markets. 

A successful innovation strategy means focusing on all aspects of the innovation ecosystem, 

not just creating new products and services but also capturing the multi-factor productivity 

gains found through the rapid and combined adoption and adaptation of new technologies, 

processes, and business and organizational models by both private and public organizations.  

Significantly more value is captured locally through innovative adoption and adaptation efforts 

than by any other means.  For example, innovative business and organizational models are essential 

as businesses scale to be globally competitive and governments struggle to be efficient and effective 

in times of financial and workload challenges. 

                                                           
1
 Based on documents published in scientific journals as per the Science Citation Index from year 1980 to 1997, “The Place of 

Universities in the System of Knowledge Production”, Benoit Godin, Yves Gingras, Research Policy 29 (2000) 273-278, year 
2000, Elvsevier Science BV. 
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Alberta Innovates Perspectives 

To maximize its positive impact, with the creation of the new Alberta Innovates organizations, the 

research and innovation system in Alberta must reestablish credibility and trust among 

stakeholders.  Once the value of the system is re-confirmed, stakeholders then become partners in 

the pursuit of a more diversified and innovative economy.  Alberta must determine how its 

innovation system can continuously improve its competitive advantage relative to globally relevant 

jurisdictions with whom it competes and with whom it must partner to achieve its goals.  For 

example, cross-system dialogue and collaboration leads to greater trust and alignment, and creates 

cultural norms for interaction and engagement which will form a basis for the system’s broader 

interactions between industrial, academic, and government stakeholders. Establishing this core 

competency in “triple helix” partnership (industry, institutions and government) should 

become the hallmark of Alberta’s global reputation.  Such collaboration might be facilitated 

through relationship-building and cross-system pilot projects. 

Creating Alberta Innovates corporations, as new intermediaries in the Alberta innovation system, 

has introduced a significant change in the local system.  The corporations provide research and 

innovation support including assistance with the commercialization of new technologies.  With 

such a major change, ARIA offers the following perspectives with regard to the Alberta 

innovation system: 

 Major system change takes time.  Continuing Government of Alberta support will help the 
Alberta Innovates corporations sustain momentum and rebuild trust as they re-establish 
effective relationships and programs of economic and social value for industry, institutions 
and government partners. 

 Continuing Government of Alberta support for Alberta Innovates boards, as they lead 
change management in their respective corporations, will help adapt leadership and 
underlying cultures and processes as needed to ensure their long-term success with their 
many stakeholders. 

 

Innovation System Performance Measures & Benchmarks 

Alberta Innovates system performance metrics and benchmarks could be improved by 

developing an enhanced logic model that will help identify and track critical attributes of a 

high performing research and innovation system. 

System performance measures and benchmarks are often selected from those elements that are 

readily measurable and comparable at the national and international level, such as the number of 

patents or start-up companies from an institution.  While this may identify some of the relevant 

attributes that are key to the success of a research and innovation system, there is a need to dig 

deeper to capture other things that are not typically measured with current innovation models, 

such as internal process improvements resulting in large efficiency gains, and the state and impact 

of social innovation.  Perfectly good technologies can sit unused due to lack of progress on less 

tangible or indirect contributing factors.  For example, in post-secondary institutions, do 

recognition systems fail to motivate and reward social and industrial collaborations and hence 

become barriers to the beneficial diffusion of knowledge and application of technology?  Effective 



Annual Report of ARIA Activities                   Page 8 

system performance measures and benchmarks should identify and consider clear and tangible 

short-, mid- and long- term milestones to motivate and assess favorable progress over time.  For 

example, not just the number of university start-ups, but their aggregate revenue and employee 

growth over time. 

 

Ideally effective and long-standing innovation system performance measures and benchmarks are 

developed from a transparent, underlying logic model.  If we know what is driving innovation, and 

the outputs and outcomes and how they related to one another, then when we measure, we can 

better understand the appropriate and effective policy and program implications.  Without a logic 

model to guide what we measure, we will not know what measurements tell us and we may select 

misleading or “easy” measures versus the right or best measures.  For example, reports on 

Canadian innovation could be used to show relative Alberta versus Canadian innovation 

performance gaps across multiple sectors and obstacles to innovation.  Such sources of data, 

interpreted correctly, provide important measures and information necessary to better understand 

and formulate effective policy frameworks and strategies that spur new gains in the Alberta 

innovation system. 

ARIA Accomplishments 

The busy start-up period since ARIA’s initiation on January 1, 2010, has included extensive 

Ministerial, department and system stakeholder consultations.  During this period, the Authority 

established its team, key relationships and governance practices and processes.   Following the first 

face-to-face Authority meeting in September 2010, ARIA defined its initial focus areas and compiled 

a set of preliminary observations about Alberta’s research and innovation system.  ARIA’s initial 

focus areas were accepted by the Minister of AET in December 2010 and were updated following 

the in-person meeting of ARIA in April 2011.  These focus areas outlined below will continue to 

evolve in response to the Minister’s advisory needs.   

Work on ARIA’s first Annual Report and the Business Plan began in December 2010.  New versions 

of these documents will be completed in successive future annual cycles.   The reporting period 

ended with very successful in-person Authority meetings in Edmonton from April 11 to 15, 2011, 

including a highly interactive dialogue session with the Alberta government Cabinet covering a 

range of strategic topics.  It is anticipated that this dialogue will continue with subsequent “themed” 

sessions with Cabinet on a yearly basis. 

The ARIA strategic agenda is a framework containing Foundational Elements that ARIA focuses on 

as it provides advice to the Minister of AET to strengthen the research and innovation ecosystem 

and thereby enables the Province to build Alberta’s diversified and innovative economy.  In the fall 

of 2010, the Authority articulated and prioritized four start-up Foundational Elements to guide its 

work: 

1. Connection within the Alberta innovation system 

2. Analysis of the current innovation landscape 

3. Foresight, scanning and special studies 

4. Measures and benchmarks 
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Following the April 2011 meeting, these elements were modified to reflect the considerable 

progress that ARIA made in assimilating knowledge about the current innovation landscape and 

further honing its advisory focus.  ARIA’s updated Foundational Elements to guide its work in 

several revised focus areas include: 

 Gaining deeper understanding and advice on system vision and goals. 

 Advising on system structure and processes e.g. new collaborative mechanisms, change 

management, performance measurement and benchmarking. 

 Enhancing triple-helix partnership of industry, institutions, and government. 

 Gathering strategic intelligence – providing ongoing advice on emerging and future science, 

research, technology, and innovation developments. 

 

Progress & Accomplishments by Focus Area 
 

Alberta needs to be globally competitive in how it structures, manages, and evolves its innovation 

system.  Such a system needs to be well positioned to support international development and 

exchange of ideas, people, goods, and services.  Accordingly, ARIA is active in the following focus 

areas with this overarching goal in mind.   

1. Innovation System  
 

The Minister of AET and Government of Alberta require accurate and integrated perspectives about 

the progress being made within the new research and innovation system.  A summary of current 

strategic thrusts, programs, major investments, and related activities from across the innovation 

system is necessary to generate these perspectives.  By understanding what has been done in the 

past, ARIA extracted lessons from successful and challenging approaches.  To understand Alberta’s 

place within global value chains in specific industries, ARIA began to inventory and analyze 

Alberta’s strengths and weaknesses in areas such as natural resources, industries, and HQP. 

Collaboration is the most fundamental contributor to the success of any innovation system, 

including Alberta.  The full capabilities of the innovation ecosystem can only be realized through 

open communication, effective partnerships and trust between Alberta Innovates corporations, 

government ministries, and other stakeholders. The Authority took a preliminary look at 

communication, interdisciplinary collaboration, and other specific activities among the Alberta 

Innovates players and with their key industry and institutional stakeholders.   

ARIA Specific Progress and Accomplishments: 

 Established the innovation system focus area based on the Minister of AET direction in 

December 2010. 

 Completed a current state analysis of the Alberta research and innovation system. 

 Provided initial system observations to the Minister of AET including challenges and 

enhancement opportunities during ARIA meeting on April 13, 2011. 
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2. Foresight & Scanning  
 

Foresight and scanning activities can add value to research and innovation system success as they 

help to predict and prepare for future challenges and opportunities.  The Authority provided advice 

on how to catalyze an action-oriented, multidisciplinary working group across the Alberta 

innovation system (including industry) and continued to generate insightful and futuristic thinking 

about research and innovation areas of highest potential strategic value to Alberta.   

ARIA Specific Progress and Accomplishments: 

 Facilitated the establishment of a cross-Alberta Innovates foresighting and scanning group 

in the fall of 2010 which evolved to support bio economy activities. 

 Contributed to the establishment of a cross-system bio economy initiative and provided 

ongoing advice on related foresight and scanning matters2. 

 
3. Measure & Benchmarks  

 
The Authority provides advice about the performance measures of the broader Alberta research 

and innovation system.  This advice contributes to a clearer understanding of Alberta’s innovation 

system performance relative to the world in existing and new sectors e.g. energy, agricultural,  

health, and nanotechnology.  In the future, this may include evaluations of global best practices, 

such as: 

 relative adoption rates of innovation for existing industries versus new industries  
 economic and social returns on and directions of post-secondary funded versus industry 

research and development 
  diffusion of best practices to business and public enterprises in order to amplify 

productivity and innovation. 
 

ARIA Specific Progress and Accomplishments: 

 Provided comments and suggestions to enhance the performance measurement and 

benchmarking framework being developed by AET as well as the benchmarking framework 

being developed by Alberta Finance & Enterprise as part of the Competitiveness Council. 

 Provided further suggestions to AET on performance measures and benchmarking 

framework at the April 2011 meeting. 

 

4. Open Innovation & Post-Secondary  
 

AET requested ARIA to comment on questions relating to the role of post-secondary institutions in 

the innovation system with specific focus on the interface with industry. 

ARIA Specific Progress and Accomplishments: 

 Provided comments on AET Open Innovation policy work in December 2010. 

                                                           
2
 Various meetings from December 2010 to March 2011.  Face-to-face steering group meeting and foresight workshop  

April 11-12, 2011 with ARIA member participation. 
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 Collected information about the post-secondary system and will continue providing advice 

to the Ministry to support the Open Innovation work. 

 Conducted a panel discussion with AET during the April 2011 meeting.   

 

Conclusions and Building Momentum 

 

For the foreseeable future, Alberta’s second century will continue to be dominated by a resource 

and commodity driven economy.  As a result, any strategy to build a sustainable, profitable and 

diversified economy and innovation system should focus and build upon Alberta’s key strengths in 

existing and new industry sectors.  ARIA’s advice and associated activities are designed to 

strengthen the overall Alberta research and innovation ecosystem and thereby help contribute to 

the growth of a knowledge-inspired economy. 

In the second year of operation, ARIA will continue to provide advice to the Government of Alberta 

through the Minister of AET and also provide ongoing perspectives on global research and 

innovation systems to assist Alberta as it moves forward.  As directed by the Minister, ARIA will 

further refine its focus areas.  ARIA will also continue to comment on key gaps, solutions, and 

opportunity areas within the research and innovation system.  Further details of ARIA’s future 

directions are contained within the ARIA Business Plan 2011/12 which is currently under 

development. 

 

 

 


