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In  this  paper,  we  describe  an  ongoing  project  between  Virginia  Tech  and  the  Smithsonian’s  
Lemelson Center for the Study of Invention and Innovation to critically examine the history, 
contemporary experience, and future direction of programs that cultivate  “innovation  expertise.”  
We are particularly interested in studying the people participating in innovation, and how these 
innovators learn and apply various methods, institutional practices, and habits for the benefit of 
self and society.  The project team’s mix of critical STS scholars and reflective practitioners, we 
argue, embodies an innovation in participation that is generating important new insights that 
help us better understand, interpret, and influence the innovation process itself.  
 
“Innovation”  has  become  the  dominant  framework  for  technoscientific production around the 
world.  Regardless  of  one’s  vocation,  pressures  from  funding  agencies,  corporate  boardrooms,  
university administrations, research managers, and educational policymakers implore that 
everyone become personally innovative in their work and life. Over the past half-century, 
millions of dollars have been invested in ambitious and sometimes controversial training 
programs to inculcate these skills and qualities in scientists, engineers, and inventors, but also in 
youth.  
 
Not surprisingly then,  “innovation  expertise”  has  emerged  as  a  central  concern  of  science  and  
technology studies (STS).  Empirically, STS scholars are interested in how programs for 
cultivating innovators emerge and evolve; what challenges their advocates face; how their 
success is both measured and tracked; and what is at stake in prescriptions to pursue innovative 
lives. Reflexively, this dialogue also raises a number of disciplinary questions.  How can STS 
scholars of innovation best inform policy and practice? How can (and ought) they maintain 
critical distance? How can they engage broader publics? Do they themselves generate 
“innovation  expertise”? 
 
To explore these and other questions, we convened a two-day workshop in March 2015 entitled, 
Can Innovators Be Made? The event offered a rare convergence of STS scholars and innovation 
experts, who engaged in intense small group discussions anchored by pre-circulated papers and 
focused commentaries.  Practitioners included design executives (e.g. former Quirky president 
Doreen Lorenzo), policymakers (e.g. Jenn Gustetic, Assistant Director for Open Innovation at 
the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy), and nonprofit advocates (e.g. Lucy 
Sanders, chief executive of the National Center for Women and Innovation Technology). These 
practitioner perspectives were accompanied by critical, analytical contributions from STS 
scholars including Benoît Godin, Erik Fisher, Mary Ann Feldman, Lee Vinsel, Bernie Carlson, 
and Janet Abbate.   
 
By intentionally combining the perspectives of reflective practitioners and critical STS scholars, 
the workshop yielded insights resonant with the themes of the second i3 conference: 
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1. Practices and Sociotechnical Devices.  Several workshop papers discussed the technologies 
and social institutions necessary to support innovation at different scales.  For example, historian 
Eric Hintz described the services available to independent inventors at two prominent 
mechanics’  institutes  in  the  United  States  during  the  19th  century.   These organizations provided 
inventors with access to technical libraries, evaluated their new ideas, granted prizes for 
inventions, and hosted fairs to showcase the latest innovations.  In a 21st century analog, 
practitioner  Doreen  Lorenzo  described  Quirky.com’s  community  of  1  million  inventors  and  
“influencers” who can submit new inventions online, evaluate and collaboratively improve them, 
then buy the  finished  products,  all  via  the  firm’s  combination  of  online  crowd-sourcing and 
brick-and-mortar product development. 
 

2. Economic Value of Contributors. Several participants also explored the economic value of 
innovation expertise.  For example, STS scholar Sebastian Pfotenhauer described how the 
Massachusetts  Institute  of  Technology  is  paid  handsomely  to  export  its  “MIT  Model”  of  
university-driven development to universities in Abu Dhabi, Singapore, and Russia.  Similarly, 
designer Mickey McManus described how his clients continually ask him how his firm MAYA 
Design became so innovative.  In response, McManus and his partners founded a separate 
organization, LUMA Institute, to offer innovation coaching to executive clients. 
 
3. Participation as Social Ordering. Several workshop participants explored the normative 
dimensions of innovation.  For example, advocate Lucinda Sanders commented on how gender 
imbalances in the information technology professions have serious social consequences, but also 
result in substandard digital products and services. Likewise, Erik Fisher argued that embedding 
STS  scholars  alongside  R&D  scientists  and  product  designers  results  in  a  more  “responsible”  
form of innovation that accounts for ethical, legal, and social concerns at every stage of the 
process. 
 
Through its inclusive and thoughtful design, Can Innovators Be Made has already yielded 
benefits  for  the  project’s  scholars  and  practitioners.  In  addition  to  the  pursuit  of  traditional  
academic publications, the event had an array of positive outcomes.  The inclusion of 
administrators  such  as  Virginia  Tech’s  president,  associate  dean  of  engineering,  and  a  research  
institute  director  helped  integrate  STS’s  critical  perspectives into initiatives to foster an 
“innovation  district”  in  Washington,  DC  and  in  cross-college curriculum development. 
Additionally, the event provided candid and informal access to federal policymakers. It provided 
a rare opportunity for STS scholars to influence the practices of private industry and federal 
innovation policies. It shaped how museum curators conceive of invention and innovation. 
Practitioner and scholar alike were given the opportunity to articulate their work in writing to be 
read, critiqued, and discussed in an intimate and inclusive setting.   
 
Our contribution to i3 analyzes the results of this collaboration and explains how it can be a 
model for engaging in critical, participatory scholarship. We will show how principles of 
dialogue, intensity, and discovery can foster fluid exchange between participant observers and 
socio-technical innovators. We will explain the emergent findings about the evolution and 
practice of innovation expertise. Finally, we will describe how such spaces for exploratory 
learning  help  STS  scholars  understand  their  own  ontological  place  in  an  “innovation”  age.   
 


