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Preamble 

Thanks very much, Dan. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen of the Board of Trade, guests and generous sponsors, it‟s an 

honour and a pleasure to be downtown with you today: to keep our annual date, to have 

this opportunity to speak with you, and to share a delicious meal. I did notice there was 

no wine with lunch, and I wondered if perhaps there had been some concerns over the 

title of my presentation: “Thinking and Driving.” That‟s “THINKING and Driving.” 

 

A bit of a risk, I suppose, now that I consider it, “Thinking and Driving” as a title. 

Especially so with tens of thousands of 18-22-year-olds under my charge who, had any of 

them caught me rehearsing these remarks, might have been inclined to hear something 

quite different and perhaps misunderstand my enthusiasm. 

 

In fact, maybe I should explain how I chose “Thinking and Driving” for today: 
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It goes back to early summer, at a meeting with our Board of Governors, as we were 

talking about UBC‟s new strategic plan. At the heart of the plan is research, along with 

student learning and community engagement. UBC‟s core “business,” in other words, is 

to generate new knowledge, ideas, and innovations with the input and support of the 

community, and then to share that knowledge with, and in service of, the broader 

community. That‟s the job of a research-intensive university today. 

 

At this point, one of our Board members leaned forward into her microphone and said, 

with a kind of envious sigh, “It must be so nice to just think for a living.” 

 

With the utmost respect to our Board member and gratitude for a great title: It‟s time for 

a new story for UBC. A story without an ivory tower in it, where people supposedly 

disconnected from a „real world‟ „just think for a living.‟ A new story that gets at the very 

real intellectual, social, and yes, economic role a research university plays in the regional 

economy. A story set amidst deep forest, open ocean, and boundless skies that encourage 

the kind of radical, innovative, breakthrough thinking … that changes economies as it 

changes our society and, indeed, our world. 

New information has come to light in recent weeks that has caused even those of us 

who‟ve dedicated our working lives to academia to significantly revise our views of the 

University‟s place in British Columbia‟s social and economic fabric. 

 

I look around this room and I see friends—individuals and representatives of 

organizations that have supported UBC in many powerful ways over the years. This new 
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information presents me with an opportunity to say „thank you‟ all over again, this time 

demonstrating in economic terms the profound impact your support has had. 

 

More than that, when you leave here today, I want you to carry with you a radically new 

perception of The University of British Columbia. I‟m willing to bet that for many of 

you—perhaps most of you—UBC hasn‟t necessarily figured into your day-to-day 

business activities or your strategic thinking. But the information I have to share with you 

today tells me that it should. Why? A BC Business Council report for the Outlook 2020 

Summit Series demonstrated the key role of universities in the knowledge economy. The 

news was picked up by The Vancouver Sun. Again, why? The same reason: Because in a 

knowledge economy, if you think for a living, it turns out you have a claim on a driver‟s 

seat. 

 

A little history. It‟s customary for a university president to commission an economic 

impact study of his or her institution every decade or so. The point is generally to 

reassure government funders that their investment is being stewarded wisely.  

 

About a year ago, I saw that UBC‟s last study was coming up to its best-before date, so I 

spoke with economist Walter Sudmant, Director of UBC‟s Planning and Institutional 

Research division, and commissioned a new study. But the document he handed me at the 

end of a year‟s work was not an update of the previous study. It was a whole new animal. 
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Sudmant used a formula developed by economist Fernand Martin to measure Canadian 

university R&D at a national level, and which had so far been applied institutionally only 

by the University of California. So the report I held in my hands included something that 

had never before figured into a Canadian university impact study: the economic impact of 

new knowledge created at UBC.  

 

I was stunned. For the first time, we could consider—and measure—not just the 

economic impact of UBC‟s corollary activities as an employer and a purchaser, but also 

the impact of our core business: higher education and knowledge creation. The idea is 

revolutionary. Moreover, the numbers are astonishing. They indicate that UBC is not 

merely an economic player, but a driver, and that the magnitude of impact occurs not in 

spite of the University‟s core business but because of it. 

 

Excited by the implications, and thinking the new economic impact study would make an 

ideal subject for this event, I called Dan Muzyka at Sauder a few weeks ago to get his 

thoughts. “Dan,” I said, “I‟ve been thinking about this year‟s address to the Board of 

Trade, and ….” Dan interrupted me at that point and said, “Times are tough out there 

right now, Stephen. Whatever you do: Don’t mention the economy!” 

 

Well… Sorry, Dan! 

The 2009 economic impact study of the University of British Columbia shows that 

UBC‟s measurable contribution to the economy of the Province of British Columbia in 

the previous year was ten billion, fifty-seven million dollars—or roughly five percent of 
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the provincial economy. By way of a benchmark, that‟s above Mining, and Oil & Gas 

Extraction and just below Construction. By way of another benchmark, provincial 

funding for UBC for this time period was roughly one billion dollars. So what we‟re 

looking at for 2008/2009 is a government spending multiplier … of 10. 

 

What‟s even more radical than that multiplier number, though, is the character of the 

multiplier as it‟s applied to the University‟s core business. It‟s this factor that changed 

my view of UBC‟s economic role and will, I hope, change yours. 

 

I‟d like to walk you briefly through the key components of the formula that led to that 

ten-billion-dollar result. And then what I really want to focus on is the last: research. 

Because there are characteristics unique to Canadian, research-intensive universities—

and specifically UBC—that make „thinking and driving‟ go hand in hand. 

 

So the formula. The 2009 study measured the following dimensions of economic impact: 

 

First, UBC‟s direct spending in the local economy—salaries, books, capital spending. 

Using a standard, conservative multiplier—in other words, a Keynesian multiplier—of 

1.5, the impact of direct spending was $1.9 billion. 

 

Second, non-university spending that would not have occurred without UBC‟s presence, 

including student and visitor spending. Again using a standard multiplier of 1.5, indirect 

spending totaled $618 million. 
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Third, the effect of higher earnings. Full-time workers with bachelor‟s degrees earn 57 

percent more than those who have not completed university. What‟s more, UBC produces 

all BC-trained doctors, dentists, physical therapists, pharmacists and midwives, and about 

three quarters of all BC-trained engineers and other professionals, so the 57 percent 

differential is conservative for UBC graduates. Netting out the actual cost of education, 

the impact of increased income for UBC alumni was $2.6 billion. 

 

That puts us at five billion and some millions—and we still have one more category to 

go: 

 

Research. The creation of new knowledge. Ideas and innovations that become part of the 

curriculum, or part of the vernacular, in classrooms, communities, and corporations from 

that point forward. The creation and transmission of new knowledge increases the 

productive capacity of the region and nation, and in doing so, it fundamentally alters the 

very nature of the economy. The standard Keynesian multiplier just does not apply. 

 

So instead, we used Fernand Martin‟s formula. Here‟s why. It‟s long been observed that 

there is a substantial component of economic growth that cannot be explained by growth 

in inputs. Labour and capital both have become more productive for reasons not 

accounted for. Evidence shows that this additional productivity is the result of innovation, 

or “technical change,” resulting from the research and development of new products and 

processes. The effect of innovation is not static but rather dynamic, in that a new 
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communications technology or a viral gene sequence fundamentally alters the way things 

are done. Moreover, the productivity contributions of knowledge are not single-year 

effects, but become permanent sources of GDP either until that knowledge is supplanted 

by new knowledge, or in perpetuity. And finally, research and development in British 

Columbia is conducted to a disproportionately high degree by UBC. 

 

When all of these factors are accounted for, the impact of UBC research and 

development—core University business—on the British Columbia economy is $4.96 

billion. 

 

The characteristics that have led us to become one of the top-ranked universities in the 

world are in fact the same characteristics that have led us to become an economic driver 

for British Columbia. An outstanding innovation record. Students, staff, and faculty who 

could go anywhere in the world but choose UBC. And the exceptional quality of our 

research. Let‟s take a closer look. 

 

A top-tier, research-intensive university—and particularly UBC—is necessary to the 

strength and success of a regional economy by virtue of three key characteristics: 

1. We are an impetus for the innovation that drives productivity growth in British 

Columbia and Canada; 

2. We help create a provincial climate and geography of innovation that attracts the 

world‟s top talent; and 
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3. Our core contributions to the economy are not static but dynamic inputs, or 

innovation inputs, the impact of which continues over time. 

 

Impetus for innovation. Geography of innovation. And innovation inputs. Let‟s start by 

looking at the Impetus for Innovation. 

 

Timothy Lane, Deputy Governor of the Bank of Canada, recently quoted Peter Nicholson 

of the Council of Canadian Academies saying, “innovation is … the main driver of 

productivity growth and is thus the principal source of national prosperity.” Calling 

innovation an economic rather than a purely scientific activity, he then said, “Canada has 

a serious productivity growth problem” and commented on the fact that “Canada‟s 

business sector on the whole … is lagging in innovation relative to many of our peer[s].” 

He called on businesses to put in place the strategies that would allow them to foster 

innovation. 

 

Closer to home, the BC Technology Industry Association has called on industry and 

government to create a joint strategy for the technology sector that includes a healthy 

innovation pipeline and ecosystem. 

 

In late July, Maclean’s Paul Wells pinpointed two clear needs: one, for funders and 

investors to differentiate between types of post-secondary institutions, those that educate, 

and those that educate and innovate; and two, for a national strategy of innovation that 

put government, industry, and academia at the table together. 
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The World Bank‟s 2009 report on establishing world-class universities echoed Wells‟s 

comments in its call for a national innovation system that could translate research into 

society-ready products and services efficiently and competitively. 

 

And in the forthright words of New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman, “We might 

be able to stimulate our way back to stability, but we can only invent our way back to 

prosperity. We need everyone at every level to get smarter.” 

 

That‟s a lot of powerful voices in a lot of places calling for much the same thing. Let me 

tell you about the impetus UBC is providing in answer. 

 

Thirty-seven percent of all research and development in British Columbia takes place in 

universities and almost entirely in the four research-intensive universities: UBC, Simon 

Fraser, UVic and UNBC. But fully seventy percent of university research takes place at 

UBC. That means UBC is responsible for over a quarter of all research in the province. 

Compare that with the University of California, where only seven percent of R&D in 

California takes place at all of the U of C campuses combined. BC is highly dependent on 

UBC as the leading conduit for the injection of innovation into the economy, and Canada 

as a whole is far more reliant on its universities than is the US. Canadian industry doesn‟t 

have the research power enjoyed by American firms, but Canadian universities do. Over 

$40 million in research activity at UBC is contracted, and directly funded, each year by 

private sector firms that are using UBC as their research arm. 
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UBC stands among the top 10 universities in North America in terms of the „patent 

pipeline,‟ a sophisticated measure of commercialization of research. At $13.6 million in 

2007, UBC licensing revenue exceeded all other Canadian universities by a wide margin; 

Calgary was next at $4.9 million. BC‟s biotech cluster is made up of about 100 

companies employing 2,600 people, and is the seventh largest in North America. It is 

primarily spun out of UBC. UBC currently ranks 23
rd

 in science and engineering 

publications in North America, and with the highest publications growth rate of any 

university in North America, is fast climbing that list. 

 

I said a few minutes ago that I want you to see UBC with new eyes. UBC as an impetus 

for innovation in partnership with BC business is one of the reasons why.  

 

And what do I mean by a climate and geography of innovation? Well, certainly what I 

don’t mean is business as usual. And I‟m not alone in that. Just two weeks ago, a report 

by Nobel Prize-winning US economist Joseph Stiglitz led French president Nicolas 

Sarcozy to call for the implementation of a „joie de vivre‟ index! Diane Francis of the 

Financial Post says only slightly less dramatically, “The status quo is not an option …. 

Sustainable businesses, in enlightened nations, can be built and perpetuated only if they 

meet the needs of all the connected constituencies—employees, suppliers, the 

environment, society, investors, lenders, and governments.” I notice even the Vancouver 

Board of Trade has a Chief Happiness Officer, and just a few weeks ago I spotted Sauder 
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Business School‟s own Dan Muzyka quoting the Buddha in The Globe & Mail on the 

importance of giving back. What the heck is going on? 

 

Economists are paying considerable attention to the effects of creativity, authenticity, 

well-being, and diversity on the long-term economic health of companies and countries.  

Moreover, economists such as Nobel Laureates Joseph Stiglitz and Amartya Sen as well 

as UBC‟s own John Helliwell are redefining what we mean by long-term economic 

prosperity and how we measure it.  Stiglitz says we must add measures of happiness, 

health, and well-being to our traditional consideration of GDP.  Helliwell has proven the 

link between happiness, and productivity and profitability. Even more relevant for today 

is that Helliwell and others have demonstrated clear causal links between education and 

happiness. 

   

Dave Mowat, CEO of ATB Financial and former CEO of Vancity Credit Union, has said, 

“You can draw a direct, straight-line relationship [from happy people] to the financial 

success of your company.” I‟m drawing another straight line: from UBC‟s core business 

to well-being and happiness, in our regional economy and beyond. 

 

Economist Richard Florida shows a clear correlation between the presence of a talented 

“creative class,” the strength of a region‟s technology sector, and the region‟s overall 

economic success. He focuses on the ability to attract talent, saying, “Smart people are 

the most critical resource to any economy …. By attracting [the smartest people from 

around the world] and rapidly and widely disseminating the knowledge they create, 
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universities will have a much greater effect on the nation‟s economy as well as regional 

growth.” 

 

So what‟s the secret to attracting talent? How do you keep people happy? Because I 

agree. Patents and licensing fees are all very well, but it‟s estimated that 73 percent of 

new knowledge generated by university research is transmitted into the economy through 

its graduates. Which means we need smart people here in BC who are happy to stay. 

 

Helliwell says it‟s things like trust; strong networks with family, friends, and community; 

and freedom from discrimination. Florida flips this last around, saying that successful 

places are those that encourage diversity, “plug-and-play communities where anyone can 

fit in quickly …, find opportunity, build support structures, be themselves, and not get 

stuck in any one identity.” He adds that while a solid business climate will always be 

important, “having an effective people climate is even more essential.” 

 

It‟s no coincidence that UBC‟s new strategic plan names an exceptional learning 

environment as its overarching goal, with sustainability, inter-cultural understanding, and 

an outstanding work environment among the key strategies aimed at achieving it. As the 

province‟s largest university and second-largest employer, UBC as a place helps define 

BC as a place for an enormous number of people. UBC‟s new brand, which you may 

have begun to see around the city, captures this idea of a geography of innovation in its 

tagline: a place of mind. We want to communicate here at home, throughout BC, and 

around the world, that UBC is a place where every student, staff and faculty member, 
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alumnus, and community member can learn, discover, and contribute in his or her own 

way. In class, in the community, online, or from wherever you may be in the world. Even 

… from here. 

 

[VIDEO—110 seconds] 

 

I said I wanted you to see UBC with new eyes. UBC as a place of mind is the second 

reason why. 

 

Impetus for innovation. Geography of innovation, or a place of mind. And last but not 

least, innovation inputs. On this, I‟d like to share some stories with you. 

 

Story #1: Pulp Non-Fiction 

BC‟s 78 mechanical pulp refiners consume 11 percent of the total energy produced in the 

province. An interdisciplinary team of seven UBC researchers along with a consortium of 

companies that includes BC Hydro and Catalyst Paper launched a $2 million, five-year 

energy efficiency program to develop technologies aimed at improving production and 

paper quality while reducing energy consumption. Projected annual savings are $45 

million, or a thousand gigawatt hours, enough to power 100,000 homes for a year. 

 

Story #2: Drugs Without Borders 

On the inspiration of a wonderful UBC student who has gone on to become a Rhodes 

Scholar, UBC‟s University-Industry Liaison Office has developed a Global Access 
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Policy that makes UBC-patented discoveries, including medicines, more accessible in 

developing countries. In one example, local company iCo Therapeutics Inc. has partnered 

with the University to advance a new, non-toxic formulation for the treatment of 

leishmaniasis. In the developing world, this infection attacks two million cancer and 

AIDS patients a year, and the old drug is difficult to access and highly toxic. UBC‟s 

commercialization agreement with iCo ensures that the new formula will make its way in 

the world to where it is needed most, at an affordable cost. 

 

Story #3: 612 Main 

Not far from here, at the corner of Main and Keefer Streets, UBC‟s Learning Exchange 

storefront offers basic and advanced computer skills classes to residents of the downtown 

eastside. The program is sponsored by HSBC Bank Canada, as is the ESL Conversation 

Program, where many of those same residents in turn become volunteer instructors 

helping new immigrants acquire the skills they need to find work and build a life in BC. 

 

*** 

 

Innovation inputs are those that change the underlying nature of the economy from the 

moment of discovery forward. They‟re the currency of the knowledge economy, and 

they‟re core business for the research-intensive university. Innovation is what UBC and 

its sister research-intensive universities do. And by all accounts, innovation is what our 

economy needs most. 
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I want you to see UBC with new eyes. UBC‟s innovation inputs, which can change the 

way we do business—and medicine and art and forestry—is the third reason why. 

 

As my time with you draws to a close, I can‟t help playing the university professor for 

just a moment, and introducing some Latin: Cogito ergo sum. That‟s René Descartes‟s 

famous phrase, “I think, therefore I am.” I like to think that if Descartes were here today, 

perhaps teaching philosophy at UBC and reflecting on the current state of the economy, 

he might say instead: Cogito ergo ago. “I think, therefore … I drive.” 

 

I would like to acknowledge Walter Sudmant, Director of Planning and Institutional 

Research and author of UBC‟s 2009 economic impact study, which is available in brief 

on your tables and in full online; and also Scott Macrae, UBC‟s Director of Public 

Affairs, and his team, for UBC‟s new brand and the tagline that sums it up: a place of 

mind. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, on behalf of all those who think for a living, an acknowledgement 

that we all think for a living, or we wouldn‟t have made it through this past year—it‟s 

very good to see you again. And finally, my gratitude for your hospitality. Thank you. 

 

-30- 
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