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Executive Summary  
The commentary on Irish economy at the moment is overwhelmingly one 

of doom and gloom. The use of the word “recession” by the government 

in the early part of July 08 and the very public tightening of the public 

sector purse strings has opened up a flood gate of negativity on Ireland’s 

economic future. From a citizen’s perspective, it is like watching a slow 

motion car crash that one can neither avoid nor look away from. The 

passive acceptance that the country’s finances cannot be fixed in the 

short term without a lot a pain, has apparently buried the will of industry 

and government to take an active role in getting the economy back onto 

the rails again.  

This presents an opportunity for organisations to take leadership 

positions and put a strong positive message into the public domain that 

there are simple measures that can be taken to improve Ireland’s competitiveness again. Ireland’s opportunity 

to return to competitiveness has been well understood for several years by transforming itself into a 

knowledge economy by increasing productivity. As key driver of productivity, innovation has been a focus for 

Government and many other organisations for several years although recent results described below show 

that Ireland has not fulfilled its potential in this area.  

Specifically, while Ireland has focused on driving innovation inputs, it has not been able to connect these 

efforts to driving innovation outputs such as the numbers of patents registered  and the introduction to 

market if new products and services.  

By creating a strong innovation narrative that can reach audiences from government elites to ordinary citizens, 

organisations can benefit by advocating an active and positive stance towards growing Ireland’s economy. 

Implementing several clear and simple strategies:  

¶ build an innovation narrative that will integrate into all the organisations messaging and be amplified 

by a coalition of partners 

¶ bring together a coalition of cross-sector partners and thought leaders to jointly use their influence to 

add value and create an innovation think tank that focuses on quick execution. 

¶ understand the key areas where the organisation can make a difference 

¶ stage a high profile seminar/workshop that will drive a set of concrete initiatives that will short circuit 

the current confusion and drive real innovation practice. 

Introduction 
There are as many definitions of innovation as there are organisations that comment on the subject.  For 

example, The Irish Government defines it as “ the creative process of exploiting new ideas.” or “the 

exploitation of new ideas in pursuit of competitive advantage”. The common thread however, between all of 

these organisations is the recognition that in order to remain competitive, Ireland must transform itself into a 

knowledge economy in which the promotion and support of innovation is a core value.  

This document explores how organisations can take a strategic lead in the current thinking on innovation in 

Ireland Inc. It briefly examines thinking on innovation from the perspective of the Irish Government, the EU 

and from organisations that are strong believers that Ireland needs to “step up a gear” in order to continue to 

grow its economy.  

άLǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 
a leader in innovation. Our goal 

is to develop an innovation-

driven economy that maintains 

competitive advantage and 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ  

Mary Coughlan 

Minister for Enterprise Trade 
and Employment June 2008  

 



Background  

In terms of being an innovative economy, Ireland is ranked 7th in the EU (12
th

 when US, JP CH, IL and IS are 

included) and is defined as an “innovation follower” by the European Innovation Scoreboard 2007 (Feb 2008)
1
. 

This ranking puts Ireland five places above the EU average but shows that, on extrapolation of current trends,  

Ireland will remain an “innovation follower” for many years to come.  

The EU report also highlights the following areas that are reducing the innovation score of the EU as a whole:- 

a) Due to a historic focus on manufacturing, services innovation now lags and requires policy 

intervention; 

b) Social capital and knowledge flows are key drivers of innovation and lagging in these areas reduces 

the economies innovation score 

c) The transfer from innovation inputs to outputs is not happening effectively in any EU economy  

d) Non-R&D  based innovation is not being fully understood or exploited 

The innovation index itself focuses on five areas of innovation:  

1. innovation drivers;  

2. knowledge creation;  

3. innovation and entrepreneurship;  

4. applications;  

5. intellectual property. 

In three of these dimensions, Ireland is significantly above the EU average. In the intellectual property 

dimension it lags significantly behind the EU average and in the applications dimension it is barely above 

average.  

The former is explained by the small number of organisations/individuals registering patents and the latter by 

the percentage of workforce in high tech industries and the numbers of new products as a percentage of turn 

over.  

It is significant that both of these dimensions are output dimensions whereas the other three are input 

dimensions. 

 One of the potential causes of this is the focus on beefing up academic research by increasing the number of 

PHd. Students for example when in fact the time it takes for academic research to become marketable may be 

too long to see any desired effect for many years. More immediately effective appears to best practice sharing 

by companies who are already on the coal face. 

Under the National Development Plan, the Irish Government has committed to spending €8.2Bn on innovation 

between 2006 – 2013 with the lion’s share of the funding going to Strategy for Science Technology and 

Innovation (SSTI) which has the aim of bringing Ireland’s R&D performance into line with leading countries.   

Government strategy
2
 focuses on ten key areas as illustrated in Table 1 below which also shows the actions 

and tactics that the Government is currently implementing in each area. It is apparent from the policy 

statement that there are several areas where the Government has not got to the point of defining clear 

                                                           
1
 European Innovation Scoreboard 2007: Comparative Analysis of Innovative Performance (Feb 2008) 

2
 Innovation in Ireland, DETE June 2008 



strategies such as creating a plan to drive services  innovation as highlighted. In addition, the current economic 

environment has recently resulted in the freezing of some funds such as the Gateway
3
 fund as highlighted.  

While the Government has been implementing innovation programmes for many years, they have to date 

focused on manufacturing with debatable results. A recent report
4
 by ESRI showed that despite larger 

spending on driving innovation, between 1991 and 2005 there was a rise of only 5% organisations making 

product changes and an actual decline of 7% in organisations making innovative process changes.  

The Government strategies are implemented by a wide range of bodies who each have ownership of a 

particular area e.g. Enterprise Ireland, Science Foundation Ireland, Forfas, FAS, Competition Authority, DETE, 

IDA to name the main players.  In addition, there are a number 

bodies with a cross border focus  (six in all) including Invest NI 

and  Intertrade Ireland.  

As well as the public sector organisations there is a bewildering  

range of semi-commercial and public sector (or EU) funded 

bodies such as Business Innovation Centres, Academic 

Institutions, Innovation Relay Centres, County Enterprise 

Boards, National Competitiveness Council, Advisory Council for 

Science Technology and Innovation, the Expert Group on 

Future Skills Needs etc.  

In the current climate of budget cutting and review of all government agencies, it will be interesting to see 

which of these multiple bodies will fall under the microscope for revision and whether disrupting these bodies 

will slow down government progress in this area. 

In addition to public sector bodies, there are also several representative bodies who are lobbying for strategies 

on innovation such as IBEC and Am Cham  Ireland. Their policies and strategies are presented below in the 

appendices. 

                                                           
3
 Irish Times “Rural Group Criticises Cuts to Gateway Town Project” – 14

th
 July 2008 

4
 Quarterly Economic Summary– Ireland’s Innovation Performance 1991-2005 - ESRI – Summer 2008 

“ Put bluntly, Ireland needs to 

continue to offer something 

distinctive in order to attract 

multinational companies innovation 

investment” – American Chambers 

of Commerce Ireland  

 



Government Strategies Strategies Programmes 

Enhance Academic research Principal Investigator Programme 

Establish Graduate Schools

Enhance Academic Commercialisation

Drive Industrial Research to €2.5bn Competence Centers

Focus on social, economy and Environment

Focus public attention on importance of Science

Think Internationally 

Develop linkages between HE and Enterprise Centres for Science, Engineering and Technology 

Strategic Reseach Clusters

Increase support for Technology Transfer Offices

Accessible innovation funding for SME Innovation Vouchers Programme

R&D Advocate Programme

Innovation Management Scheme 

Innovation Partnership Initiative 

Innovation Relay Centres

Fusion 

R&D Stimulation Grants 

National Qualifications Framework One Step Up

Skillnets

Leadership 4 Growth 

Public Procurement Improve SME participation in public procurement Go Source/Go Tender

Stimulate and support networks of enterprises Networks Pilot programme

Gateway Innovation Fund 

25 Incubation Centres

Applied Research Enhancements Programme

Raise awareness among researchers about importance 

of IP IP Fund for HE sector

Identify & exploit commercially important IP IP Assistance Scheme

Incentivise IP creation in Ireland 
Ensure strict legal framework around IP

Services and Emerging Sectors still thinking about it 

Provide accessible funding Growth Fund

Provide support and mentoring Seed Capital Scheme 

Tap the skills of immigrant entrepreneurs EMERGE

Business Expansion Scheme 

Tech Check 

Community Enterprise Centres

National Workplace Strategy 

Public Awareness Campaign

Support for Capacty Building 

Promotion of Innovation at Policy Level Workplace Innovation Fund 

Enhance competition within Ireland's domestic 

economy

Report of Small Business Forum 

Report of the Business Regualtion Forum 

Intellectual Property Protection and Management 

Partnership and Workplace Innovation

Entrpreneurship and Business Expansion

Competition and Better Regulation

Knowledge Creation

Knowledge transfer

Skills Development

Networks Clusters and Gateways 

 

Table 1. Summary of Government Policy Strategies on Innovation  



 

Strategies for  Innovation  

 

1. Create an “innovation narrative” that can be quickly integrated into an organisation’s corporate 

positioning and communications and amplified through partner organisations focusing on the key 

area of connecting innovation input to output.  

 

2. Identify the local spokesperson on Innovation in Ireland and begin profiling with national media 

 

3. Build a coalition of local and multinational enterprises, influential thinkers who would be willing to 

support an aggressive policy to reform the country’s economy  

 

4. Create and lead a cross sector innovation “think tank” that will look both internally and externally to 

Ireland with the remit of swiftly building actionable best practice projects that leverage public sector 

funding and commercial expertise. (Potentially host an EU wide innovation focus group based in 

Ireland ) 

 

5. Host a seminars/workshops that will bring together a wide range of contributors to create a series of 

cross sector, concrete initiatives that will return genuine, measureable results for the Irish economy.  

 

The Innovation Narrative  

A strong narrative must engage the audiences that it sets out to effect. This has to be done immediately and 

can be achieved by the creation of a strong vision statement that will attract attention and inspire. The 

overriding sentiment in the press is that “the party’s over, and everyone needs to tighten their belts and wait 

for the good times to come again” - a very passive message. Citizens, businesses and public sector bodies must 

be encouraged to take active action to ensure that we lift ourselves out of the coming slump.  

The concept of taking active control can be the clarion call that the oprganisation can use to stand out from 

the cacophony of messaging on the economy and on innovation in particular. In addition this sentiment 

completely aligns with the organisations company values.   

Vision statements like: 

“Let’s seize control of Ireland’s economic future”; “innovate ourselves out of the downturn” or “Let’s build 

Ireland’s Innovation Engine” contain strong calls to action. 

The vision statement should be accompanied by true thought leadership in how to turn around Ireland’s 

economic fortunes.  

The messaging distilled from the narrative should be integrated into all the organisation’s communications 

where possible and appropriate and should create a drum beat of messaging that is consistent and clear. 

However the organisation cannot be positioned alone as having all the answers, it must build a coalition of 

supporters who share similar vision of how Ireland should move forward. The members of this coalition should 

also take on board the narrative and integrate into their own communications wherever possible to amplify 

the message. 



Conclusion  
There is an immediate opportunity for organisations to make a very strong and very public contribution to the 

future of Ireland’s economy. Acting quickly will allow the organisation to cement its reputation as a good 

corporate citizen and a strong contributor to the strategic direction of Ireland’s economy for several years to 

come. However, the organisation must not be seen to act alone and by building a coalition of strong partner 

organisations, it can amplify a clear innovation narrative that is perfectly timed to reach a wide audience. 



 Appendix 1: American Chambers of Commerce Ireland  
 

The American Chambers of Commerce sponsored by Bank of Ireland Corporate Banking issued a thought 

leadership innovation agenda in March 2007 entitled “Retuning the Growth Engine”. The paper focused on five 

key areas to drive innovation in Ireland: - Education, Research, Fiscal Policy, Convergence and 

Commercialisation. While it is uncertain how much this document influenced the Government policy 

statement on innovation issued in June 2008, there appear to be a significant amount of overlap in the 

documents.   

The key Am Cham Ireland Strategies are shown below in table 4.  

Dimension Strategy 

Education System in top decile OECD

Lifelong learning strategic investment 

Human capital investment aligned to economic growth

Empower transformation from within education system 

Establish a global reputation

Create a collaborative research environment 

Develop a network of science parks 

Top decile in 4th level qualifications 

Differentiate and focus research and innovation

Create new enterprises 

Creative development of key national assets 

Leverage MNC advantage and increased investment

Global exchange and foundry for exploiting IP and new technology 

Accessible Infrastructure

Flexible funding models 

Incentivise innovation

Expand human capital 
Fiscal Policy 

Education 

Research 

Covergence 

Commercialisation

 



 

Appendix 2: Industry and Innovation 

IBEC 

Current policy positions 

IBEC supports the view that innovation is fundamental to Ireland’s competitiveness as innovation is a key 

driver of economic progress. Public investment in science and R&D plays a pivotal role in fostering further 

innovation. Innovation relies heavily on the creation of basic knowledge through both education and science. 

Science and technology skills facilitate the uptake and use of new technologies, which drives innovation 

throughout the economy. Creating and developing new products requires strong science and technology skills 

as well as entrepreneurial skills. Enterprise and entrepreneurship helps devise new products, processes, 

innovations and develops new markets 

Key Priorities  

1. Improving the effectiveness of the Science, Technology and Innovation Programme 

2. Development of 3rd level and 4th level research capabilities 

3. Collaboration between industry and higher level education institutions 

4. Greater industry involvement in defining research priorities 

5. Absorption of graduates (especially PhDs) into the economy 

6. Broadening the R&D Tax Credit Scheme 

7. Promoting an Innovation Credit Scheme 

8. Advancing Service Innovation Policy 

9. Linking Public Procurement to Fostering Innovation 

10. Intellectual Property Issues 

 



About Two Spires Consulting 

Two Spires Consulting specialises in helping our clients identify and win new customers. We also focus on 

increasing the value of their relationships with existing customers. Our commitment is to ensure our clients 

succeed and in providing ongoing support and guidance.  

Mike Hughes Biography 

Mike Hughes has over fifteen years experience in bringing products and services successfully to market. Using 

a process of market needs evaluation, customer validation and a focused strategic planning; Mike ensures that 

the value of new products and services is tuned to meet the actual needs of target customers. He uses a strict 

project management approach with clear metrics to evaluate the progress and ensure success.  

Mike has worked for a broad range of companies from multi-nationals such as Microsoft, Gateway Computers 

Ltd. and Icon Clinical to local Irish start-ups such as Security Careers Ltd. Mike specialises in bringing individual 

organisations together for mutual benefit – he has negotiated complex and multi-

lateral deals with Microsoft, HP, BT and WorldCom. On several occasions he has also 

successfully chaired multi-organisational committees consisting of rival companies 

(e.g. eircom, BT Ireland, O2, 3, Vodafone) to a common mutually beneficial goal 

(www.makeitsecure.org). 

While employed at Microsoft, Mike spent five years understanding how to 

successfully match the needs of enterprise level customers, retailers and partner 

organisations to Microsoft’s products and services. During this time he learned how to 

help customers articulate their needs and relate them to profitable solutions.  

During his career, Mike has also managed teams of frontline sales staff and worked with them in designing 

sales pitches that resonate with customers.  Mike was also responsible for implementing an in-house customer 

experience studio that was designed to elicit customers’ needs, show them a vision of their potential future 

and then provide them with the simple steps required to achieve it. This initiative alone was responsible for 

Microsoft Ireland over-achieving its technology adoption targets by over 20% among its enterprise customers. 

At Gateway computers, Mike was responsible for the product research, design and implementation of several 

multi-million euro projects including Gateway.net ISP and WAP email service and the innovative “software for 

life” consumer apps portal. These projects were successfully profitable as a result of careful customer needs 

analysis and customer centric product delivery. 

Mike was a founding director of Two Spires Consulting in 2007. Since then he has worked with a range of 

public sector, NGO and commercial organisations to help them understand and meet the needs of their target 

customer segments.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact Two Spires  
enquiries@twospiresmarketing.com | T: +44 (0)28 66 328233 | M: +353 (0)87 8567632 

www.twospiresmarketing.com 
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