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FORUM; Design for a Post-Cold War Company 

By RICHARD FLORIDA AND MARTIN KENNEY; RICHARD FLORIDA AND MARTIN KENNEY ARE AUTHORS OF "THE BREAKTHROUGH ILLUSION: CORPORATE AMERICA'S FAILURE TO MOVE FROM INNOVATION TO MASS PRODUCTION."

Japan's leading microelectronics companies are opening state-of-the-art research and development laboratories in the United States and are trying to steal away America's best scientists. Is the American computer industry -- the last bastion of American technological superiority -- about to succumb to the Japanese threat? A number of analysts think so. But it is not the Japanese we should be afraid of. We are our own worst enemy. 

American companies, held hostage by the illusion that breakthroughs are the key to technological superiority and industrial competitiveness, have failed to employ a winning formula. To be competitive, big new ideas must be turned into products and that requires an ability to follow through. This is where we, as an industrial nation, fail. And this is where the Japanese succeed. 

To address our competitiveness problems, we must make changes in three fundamental areas: 

First, we must tap the collective intelligence of all our workers, from research and development scientists to factory workers. This is absolutely essential for success in an age of rapid technological change and perpetual innovation. 

There can no longer be a one-way flow of information from "all-knowing" scientists, engineers and managers to the "know-nothings" on the factory floor. The shop floor must become an extension of the lab, and the lab an extension of the shop floor. 

Second, American companies must realize that workers will continue to resist corporate efforts to tap into their brains if they do not have real guarantees that their jobs are safe. Many companies sold off their labs and moved their factories to the third world, resulting in massive layoffs and disaffection among those who remained. 

Third, even with the success of the high-technology weapons used in the Persian Gulf war, America must transform itself from a military to a civilian economy. We must mobilize all the resources we can muster to build a more effective technology system and economy. 

This means dismantling the old cold war military research, development and manufacturing system and embarking on a comprehensive effort to rebuild our industrial plant. 

Huge amounts of government money and generations of our best engineers and scientists have been devoted to developing military breakthroughs. The Pentagon has created a technological welfare state, the most expensive industrial subsidy program in all of human history. This has enabled American corporations to prosper, while avoiding the restructuring they need to make them globally competitive. 

The real reason Japanese companies are opening labs in the United States is not to steal our breakthroughs, but to incorporate them into their already well-established manufacturing plants. We have the opportunity to do the same. 

