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Innovation Nation: How America Is Losing Its
Innovation Edge, Why It Matters, and What
We Can Do To Get It Back

John Kao. New York: Free Press, 2007. 306 pages.
US$26.00.

Though originally written to inform the 2008 U.S.

presidential primary agenda, Innovation Nation offers

an insightful roadmap for anyone with global opera-

tions to develop innovative solutions for so-called

wicked problems. John Kao draws on his wide-ranging

experiences, covering the spectrum from Harvard Busi-

ness School to Hollywood to the U.S. Navy Postgrad-

uate School, yielding policy direction for corporations,

governments, and academics in the United States and

other nations to face ever more competitive challenges

in the global economies of the 21st century.

The book can be roughly divided into three sections:

(1) the history of large innovation projects in the United

States (e.g., Manhattan Project, National Aeronautics

and Space Administration [NASA]); (2) the importance

of strong leaders driving heavyweight teams; and (3) a

prolific vision of innovation for the future world.

Immediately in Chapter 1 Kao introduces a new take

on the term wicked problems as complex and ambiguous

issues, such as climate change, health care, national

security, and capacity for opportunities. ‘‘The wicked

problems of our time rarely have clear-cut solutions

that be unlocked by a single discipline’’ (p. 24).

Chapters 2 and 3 detail how today’s innovation

centers are deliberately planned and carefully executed

in geographies as diverse as Shanghai, Singapore,

Denmark, and Ireland. For example, the author

presents that spending (as a percent of gross domestic

product) on research and development (R&D) in the

small island nation of Singapore is expected to outpace

that of the United States by 2010. Keys to successful

innovation centers, like Singapore’s biotechnology

research center Biopolis, include infrastructure invest-

ments in social makeup and education as well

as finance. Kao identifies four principal driving

forces behind today’s growth of innovation centers

(pp. 65–75):

1. Silicon Valley is now everywhere—the productive

ecosystem of Northern California is being repro-

duced all over the world.

2. Talent is now everywhere—top tier graduates in

engineering and science are returning to their

homelands to work and teach.

3. Capital is now everywhere—initial public offerings

(IPOs) in China totaled over US$40B in 2007

alone.

4. Government investment in military and aerospace

is now everywhere—of 42 leading edge technolo-

gies for future weapons, 20 came from outside the

United States.

So, if innovation lies everywhere and the key advan-

tages previously held by the United States are disappear-

ing, what differentiates a successful innovation nation?

In the middle section of the book, Kao clearly stipulates

that ‘‘human capital is the primary key to a national

success story’’ (p. 85). Communicating a very strong

message for education, the chapter on ‘‘Making Talent’’

sadly points out that engineering degrees awarded in the

United States have plunged 20% since a 1985 peak.

Meanwhile, Ireland has seen the establishment of nine

new regional technical colleges in Limerick and Dublin

in barely 30 years. Thus, the author proposes a portfolio

of ideas including innovation apprenticeships (p. 109),

integrating game culture into education curricula and

marketing the importance of education so that becom-

ing an innovator in the United States is as compelling as

becoming a movie or sports star.

As top universities in the United States begin

to draw fewer and fewer foreign students, those who

do graduate are often choosing to return to their

native countries for employment. Tighter U.S. restric-

tions on student visas and green cards for skilled

workers since 9/11 have made it increasingly more

difficult for universities and companies to continue to

recruit the world’s top talent. Thriving communities

can entice these future innovators by offering quality

of life, opportunities to specialize, and a reputation

for tolerance. These philosophies feed directly to the

author’s conclusions in Chapter 6 regarding the im-

portance of place and innovation team structure.
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After a brief historical review of the formation

of Lockheed’s now famous Skunk Works during

World War II, which led to the creation of America’s

first operational jet fighter in just 143 days, Kao

praises more recent innovative skunk works: Motor-

ola’s team to develop the RAZR phone, Oticon’s

digital hearing aid, and the U.S. Navy’s next gene-

ration aircraft carrier. Common themes in these

developments include strong leaders enabling

diverse heavyweight teams, working environments

conducive to creativity, and few bureaucratic

roadblocks. Kao’s dream place is one ‘‘where tradi-

tional corporate procedures collide with uncon-

ventional innovation techniques to create something

new from the deconstructed parts’’ (p.141)—exactly

what many are striving for today through open

innovation.

Finally, Kao closes the book with a policy proposal

to form 20 innovation hubs throughout the United

States to link existing capabilities with high-quality

education centers in places that are culturally inclined

to creativity and innovation. Each such innovation

hub would be financed by federal, state, local, and

private funding but designed by local business stake-

holders. Innovation hubs would be directed with a

compelling narrative to echo former president John F.

Kennedy’s race to the moon, effective management of

a portfolio of innovation initiatives, encouraging

serendipitous investigations absent of bureaucratic

barriers, free access to global resources, and vast

interactions of likeminded scientists and researchers.

The only drawback to the author’s interesting

perspective in developing an innovation nation is a

somewhat U.S.-centric viewpoint. However, the

author concludes with a redeeming chapter titled

‘‘What’s Good for the World Is Good for America.’’

Here, Kao encourages a future of prosperity for all in

that ‘‘globalization seen through the lens of innova-

tion can frame a new ethos’’ (p. 243).

Innovation Nation is recommended reading for

American thought leaders as well as anyone working

to improve the effectiveness of their innovation teams.

By careful study of past innovation successes in 20th-

century U.S. and leading 21st-century innovation

cultures, the book will compel readers to consider

how innovation infrastructure improvements in their

own company can facilitate solving today’s wicked

problems.

Teresa Jurgens-Kowal

Global NP Solutions, LLC

Work Breakdown Structures: The Foundation
for Project Management Excellence

Eric S. Norman, Shelly A. Brotherton, and Robert T.
Fried. Hobson, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2008.
286þ xvi pages. US$64.14.

This book is written for everyone responsible for

project management or product development work.

The topic of the book, the Work Breakdown Struc-

ture (WBS), is a critically useful and important

technique for describing and understanding any new

product, or project development. The authors say,

‘‘The WBS can be thought of as the backbone of the

project’’ (p. 149), making it the ‘‘cornerstone’’ (p. 141)

that helps transition the project work from ‘‘passive to

action’’ (p. 137). The product development commu-

nity readers not familiar with the term work break-

down structure may recognize the WBS as a product,

or system hierarchy diagram, describing a product’s

architecture. According to Cutherell (1996, p. 226), ‘‘A

product development project work breakdown struc-

ture can be based on the architectural hierarchy of the

product’s chunks.’’ Despite its usefulness and wide-

spread use, however, there is little information about

work breakdown structures in the literature that is truly

useful to practitioners: ‘‘If you were to stack all of the

publications and writings about Work Breakdown

Structures on a table, the pile would be a scant 5 to 6

inches tall’’ (p. vii). This scarcity of available informa-

tion in print about work breakdown structures may

make this book an initial classic in its field. A somewhat

folksy style of language makes the book readable by all

levels of product and project managers and relevant to

anyone wanting to create a work breakdown structure

for their product or project.

Written by three of the team members for revising

the Project Management Institute’s (PMI, 2006) Prac-

tice Standard for the WBS—2nd Edition, the book’s

layout addresses the five PMI key process groups and

nine knowledge areas, including the value of creating

a WBS dictionary to provide detailed information

about each of the project deliverables in the WBS. As

stated by the authors, ‘‘The book is designed to

function as a text, but also as a desk reference’’ (p.

viii). Its purpose is to fill the gap between what is

available in print and what the authors know from

their experience. It does a good job of accomplishing

this through a high level of detail, multiple exhibits,

tables, and simple exercises that make the book

appropriate for use in a classroom teaching environ-
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