
In the ‘Information Age’ technological innovations are moving faster than ever and have the potential, if applied successfully, 
to solve some of the world’s toughest global challenges. For policymakers to make the right decisions regarding research, 
development and investment though they need expert advice, and this is exactly what Robert Atkinson’s US-based think 
tank, the Information Technology & Innovation Foundation, aims to do.

tech policy ideas. At the time there was 
relatively little interest in innovation 
policy; certainly there was a focus 
on science policy, but that involves 
a narrower subset of issues than 
innovation policy. I believed then and 
still do that advancing technological 
innovation was the most important thing 
for our nation and our world. ITIF’s goal 
remains the same, but perhaps modified 

in two ways. First, our audience is much 
more global than I initially envisioned, 
in part because most nations are now 
grappling with the same kinds of tech 
and innovation policy challenges and 
can look to an organisation like ITIF 
for insights and suggestions. As such, 
we have done more work specifically 
looking at innovation policy issues in 
other nations and regions, including 
Canada, China, the European Union, 
India, Latin America and South Korea, 
to name a few. Secondly, the ratio of our 
work has probably shifted a bit more to 
telling policymakers what not to do, in 
a large part because there are so many 
voices and interests now opposed to 
technological innovation, and trying to 
get policymakers to ‘throw sand in the 
gears’ (all of course under the guise of 
protecting the public interest).

How do you work with policymakers?
We work with policymakers in a number 
of different ways. Many policymakers 
and staff around the world subscribe to 
our free weekly newsletter that includes 
all our new work (reports, op-eds, 
testimony, events, etc.) and pre-COVID 

Across the world governments, 
institutions and individuals 
everyday rely on information 

technology at work and at home. But 
as technological innovations transform 
the way economies and societies 
function around the globe, how do 
non-specialised policymakers address 
fast-moving issues and circumstances in 
their own communities?

Over a decade ago, scholar and 
author Robert Atkinson saw a need 
for an independent, not-for-profit, 
non-partisan organisation that could 
provide the expert perspective that 
policymakers need to capitalise on 
technological opportunities, overcome 
challenges and avoid pitfalls. He set 
up the Information Technology & 
Innovation Foundation (ITIF) with this 
purpose in mind.

In this interview with Research Features, 
we found out more about ITIF’s goals, 
methods and achievements. 

You founded the Information 
Technology & Innovation Foundation 
(ITIF) in 2006. What goal did you have 
in mind and has it changed since then?

My goal was to establish a non-
ideological think tank to help 
policymakers avoid policies that 
would deter innovation and embrace 
policies that would advance innovation, 
including by conducting analysis of 
a variety of technology policies and 
developing and promoting innovative 

An expert’s perspective 
How the ITIF is helping policymakers 
make smarter decisions

I believed then and still do that advancing 
technological innovation was the most important thing 

for our nation and our world.

In recent years, Atkinson observed many voices and 
interests opposed to technological innovation.

Thought Leader

There is growing scepticism or ‘tech-
lash’ against emerging technologies 
such as facial recognition.

All  politics is interpersonal: taking the 
time to meet with policymakers is an 

important investment. 

Pr
es

sm
as

te
r/

Sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

.c
om

www.researchfeatures.comwww.researchfeatures.com

https://researchfeatures.com
https://researchfeatures.com


Thought Leader

adoption will take care of itself and that 
the role of government is to make sure 
no one is negatively impacted; or they 
can facilitate and assume that there are 
many ‘market failures when it comes to 
national innovation systems and only by 
developing a national innovation policy, 
including with light-touch regulation, 
will a nation maximise innovation. If a 
government decides its main role is 
facilitation it’s not hard to figure out what 
to do. ITIF (https://itif.org/tech-policy-
to-do-list) and other tech policy think 
tanks have written extensively on specific 
components of what a good national 
innovation policy should be. 

One way to think about innovation policy 
is through the concept of the innovation 
policy success triangle, where nations 
need the right business environment, 
regulatory environment and technology 
policy environment. As much as I wish it 
were not the case, no nation gets an ‘A’ on 
all three factors. As we detailed in a recent 
report (https://bit.ly/35ppnEj), the US 
innovation system, while once the best in 
the world, is getting a bit long in the tooth. 

Can you tell us about one or two 
research projects ITIF is currently 
working on?

business generally, at least among the left 
in the United States and Europe, and this 
makes it harder to advocate for policies 
like the free flow of data across borders, 
the research and development tax credit, 
and others. 

A growing issue will be having the fiscal 
headroom to be able to continue to invest 
in innovation, including in scientific and 
engineering research. Unfortunately, the 
United States has been on a long negative 
slide when it comes to federal investments 
in research as a share of gross domestic 
profit. With the unprecedented COVID-19 
stimulus and recovery packages that many 
governments have put in place, coupled 
with the expectation of slower growth, 
at least until we get a vaccine, many 
governments will have tough decisions 
to make. Hopefully, they will choose to 
expand funding for research. 

How can public policy accommodate 
and encourage innovation?
In some ways this is a very simple 
question. Governments face three 
fundamental choices regarding innovation 
policy: they can abdicate and assume 
that business and markets will do most of 
the work; they can regulate and assume 
that technological development and 

we would regularly meet face-to-face 
with policymakers. A famous US politician 
once said that ‘all politics is local’. A 
corollary is that all politics is interpersonal. 
Taking the time to meet with officials and 
their staffers and building relationships is 
an important investment. In Washington 
DC we hop in an Uber and head over 
to Capitol Hill to meet, usually with Hill 
staffers but sometimes with Members, 
or to the White House or other places to 
talk with administration officials. Often 
Congressional staff will specifically ask 
us for input on draft legislation they 
are working on. With regard to foreign 
officials, many come to DC and want 
to learn more about US innovation 
policy efforts and we meet with them. In 
addition, we travel to other nations, often 
to make presentations. Now, obviously 
that has shifted to video conversations. 
Lastly, we work with policymakers 
indirectly, publishing op-eds that they 
(hopefully) read.

What obstacles do you observe at 
the intersection of technological 
innovation and public policy – and how 
do they differ in Europe and the US?
There are many obstacles and they differ 
by nation and region. Certainly, in Europe, 
the Commonwealth nations and the 
United States there has been a disturbing 
rise in neo-Ludditism (the opposition 
to new tech) and a growing ‘tech-lash’, 
at least amongst active civil society 
groups. Whether it’s wanting to ban 
certain emerging technologies like facial 
recognition, heavily regulate technologies 
in areas like privacy and General Data 
Protection Regulation or opposing the 
‘fourth industrial revolution’ because of 
a fear of job loss, the environment for 
tech and innovation policy has become 
much more challenging in the last few 
years. Add to this the growing disdain of 
‘big tech’ and the overall dislike of big 

We are always working on numerous 
research projects. One of the most 
interesting is a project looking at the 
effect of unfair and distortive Chinese 
economic, technology and trade practices 
on global innovation. At least to my 
knowledge, no one else to date has 
really looked at this issue. Trade scholars 
look at how mercantilist policies affect 
economic welfare and trade, but not 
innovation specifically. So far our work 
looking at telecom equipment (https://
bit.ly/32AQLh2), biopharma (https://bit.
ly/3eQOinx) and solar panels (https://
bit.ly/2UiGUb5) has found significant 
negative impacts. We also continue our 

work on clean energy innovation policy, 
which we believe is the single most 
important factor in addressing climate 
change. Current research includes an 
assessment of long-duration energy 
storage systems and clean natural gas 
technologies.

What are some of ITIF’s achievements 
in recent years? How have you helped 
shape policy outcomes?
John Kennedy said that ‘victory has 
a thousand fathers, but defeat is an 
orphan’. So many of the policy changes 
we have successful advocated for have 
many ‘fathers’. Having said that, ITIF has 
played instrumental roles in a number of 
policy areas, including the passage of the 
national Open Data Act, the established 
of the Manufacturing USA Centers 

Program, and most recently bipartisan, 
bicameral legislation to help foster more 
innovation hubs in the US heartland.

You’re affiliated with the Center 
for Data Innovation, a think tank 
on artificial intelligence (AI) policy. 
With the advancement of AI 
technology, have the legal frameworks 
been able to keep up? 
I think so. In our view people overstate 
the power and velocity of change in 
AI (e.g. ‘artificial general intelligence 
is just around the corner’) and so there 
is a constant call for regulating AI and 
coming up with new legal regimes (such 

as allowing AI to own patents). We see 
this in Europe in particular. But there is 
still so much we don’t know about AI, 
like how organisations will develop and 
adopt AI without government regulation. 
In our view, it’s better to take a watchful 
‘wait and see’ attitude to AI. Besides, we 
don’t normally regulate technologies, 
we regulate the use of technologies. 
AI will be no different: AI in healthcare 
will be subject to health regulations; AI 
in securities trading will be subject to 
securities regulations etc.

Is there anything else you’d like our 
readers to know?
Like many ‘Schumpeterarians’ I believe 
that innovation proceeds in waves. 
Despite what a lot of folks argue, I believe 
that the last decade or so has been a 

The last decade or so has been a period 
of relatively slow innovation with much 

of it being incremental.

W: https://itif.org/
   @RobAtkinsonITIF

In Europe in particular, there is a constant call for 
regulating AI and developing new legal regimes.

China’s subsidies on PV manufacturing may undermine promising 
alternative technologies, ITIF states in a recent report.

Clean energy innovation policy is the single 
most important factor in addressing climate 
change, Atkinson belives.

Technologies such as gene 
editing are heavily discussed.

Robert Atkinson is founder and president of the 
US-based think tank Information Technology & 
Innovation Foundation.

period of relatively slow innovation with 
much of it being incremental (e.g. faster 
broadband, a better smart phone etc.), 
but I believe (and hope) that the emerging 
wave of innovations (https://bit.ly/3eUFihi) 
based on connectivity, automation and 
intelligence will hopefully begin firing on 
all cylinders and raise global innovation 
and growth rates in the next few years.
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