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INTRODUCTION

This document is the fruit of intense and worthwhile debates held in early April 
2017 among Brazilian lawmakers, business leaders, researchers, and entrepreneurs 
in Boston and Washington at institutions such as the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT), Harvard University, and George Washington University, 
among others. This was the sixth of a series of missions, organized by the Brazil 
Institute of the Wilson Center in partnership with the Brazilian Research-based 
Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association (Associação da Indústria Farmacêutica 
de Pesquisa – Interfarma), whose main objective was to debate ways to stimulate 
the innovation process in Brazil with Brazilian and foreign specialists, to 
identify the main bottlenecks and options for overcoming them.

The question that underpinned the three days of presentations and debates 
was: What does the Brazilian innovation ecosystem lack? It was this question that 
guided all the experts, researchers, and entrepreneurs, whose presentations sought 
to provide elements that might help answer it. The introductory presentation 
was the golden thread of this book. It examined international experiences, 
including many lessons Brazil could draw on to improve the environment for 
innovation. This presentation pointed out recent steps in the Brazil’s scientific and 
technological output, and most importantly, it highlighted how much progress 
remains to be made in order to get a little closer to the developed countries. 
In this regard, the main bottlenecks of our innovation system were also identified, 
based on information, data, and specialized literature.

The other presentations followed in the same direction, highlighting the 
challenges and opportunities involved in making Brazil a more innovative country. 
Researchers at MIT’s Industrial Performance Center argued about the importance 
of bringing Brazil into global value chains and global knowledge-production 
networks. They also revealed that Brazil has great potential and could play a 
leadership role in the production of biopharmaceuticals. To accomplish this, 
Brazil would need to develop a more dynamic venture capital market, similar to 
what is in place in the United States and in the Boston region in particular, which 
is one of the major global poles of health research. According to the presenters, 
this would also require reducing the adoption of sets of policy instruments that 
block the country from gaining access to cutting-edge technologies developed in 
other countries, such as local content policies.

Entrepreneurs have argued that it takes more than funding and facilities to 
foster innovation. It also requires a stimulating and dynamic environment that 
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allows acquired skills to flourish and thrive properly. According to them, there is 
great academic competence in several areas in Brazil, but excessive bureaucracy and 
a weak business environment make it difficult to apply the knowledge acquired 
at universities and turn it into new products. Brazilian entrepreneurs also took 
part in the debates. Among them was a Brazilian doctor with experience in rare 
diseases, who was the founder of a health technology company in the United 
States. He spoke about the health research process in Brazil and reinforced the 
need for increasing clinical research output in the country so that the sector could 
join global knowledge production networks. According to him, Brazil takes too 
long (one year or more) to approve clinical studies, whereas in other countries 
it would only take days. This delay is due to a long and bureaucratic approval 
process, which is subject to review by various boards. Moreover, unlike in other 
countries, in Brazil there are several prerequisites such as a mandatory perpetual 
supply of drugs to participants in certain clinical trials. Business people and 
health entrepreneurs have ultimately advocated that technical bodies such as the 
Brazilian Health Regulatory Agency (Agência Nacional de Vigilância Sanitária – 
Anvisa) have their leaders appointed based on technical ability rather than 
political pressure. This calls for adequate procedures, such as search committees, 
that look to reduce the level of purely political nominations to entities with 
strictly technical function.

Young Brazilian researchers at universities in the Boston area described 
their experience doing research in state-of-the-art labs. The availability of the 
latest equipment, research supplies, and contact with researchers of different 
nationalities and diverse backgrounds were frequently referenced as advantages of 
being in the Boston region. All of these researchers, while expressing their desire 
to return to Brazil and to contribute to local scientific production, also expressed 
concerns about their future in the country. Everyone shared the perception that 
the possibilities of a professional career in Brazil are very limited.

All of these discussions occurred during presentations by local researchers 
and visits to renowned centers for scientific research at MIT, which in turn 
highlighted the massive challenges and potential that lie ahead. One research 
team, for example, was exploring the possibility of using big data tools to reduce 
the costs of health systems and has developed relevant work in several countries. 
Laboratories such as the Media Lab, a multidisciplinary research center growing 
out of the MIT School of Architecture and Design, conducts extremely creative 
pieces of research in a vast range of fields of knowledge. Visits to the research and 
development (R&D) centers of local companies completed the highly dynamic 
and creative innovation ecosystem setting. Their existence could teach us a great 
deal about improving our own system and environment for innovation.
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Additional discussions were held in Washington DC, with Brazilian 
researchers and entrepreneurs working in universities and local institutions, but 
this time focusing specifically on health innovation. All of the participants had 
substantial, long-term experience in the area, and much to contribute to  the 
construction of a more innovative Brazil. Once again, the presenters raised 
the  need for encouraging clinical (human) and pre-clinical (animal) trials in 
Brazil as a basic requirement for the country’s improved performance in health 
research. This would stimulate, for example, a more efficient regulatory process, 
which could be attained in part through the participation of the relevant 
regulatory agency in the entire research process for a new drug, from preliminary 
research to its development. Being well-informed about the research would help 
regulators decide more quickly whether to approve a preclinical or clinical trial. 
The presenters noted that this shift would also require adequate infrastructure for 
pre-clinical studies, such as centers of toxicology.

All of the researchers who presented, without exception, emphasized 
the need for agility in all phases of the health research process, and for 
eliminating unnecessary bureaucracy. They also highlighted the need for greater 
internationalization of companies, of local science, and even of regulatory bodies, 
which should be more aligned with regulatory processes elsewhere in the world. 
Lastly, researchers and entrepreneurs noted that the most noticeable difference 
between the United States and Brazil is the former’s more diversified, dynamic, 
and entrepreneurial academic environment.

The last phase of the study mission included a series of presentations and 
discussions with members of the United States government agencies in charge 
of science and technology (S&T) policy. In the United States, several different 
agencies and government organs formulate and implement S&T policies, making 
these policies more complex and diversified than those in Brazil. There is also 
strong integration between scientists and government bodies, and it is common 
for scientists to hold government positions relevant to S&T policies. One of the 
speakers was an adviser to the United States Department of State for S&T, a post 
traditionally appointed by the National Academy of Sciences. This is yet more 
evidence of the significant role of science in formulating public policies in several 
areas, not only in S&T public policy.

United States government interlocutors emphasized that while public 
investments in R&D are high in the United States, there is also a long-term trend 
of growing corporate participation. Increasingly, companies are investing money 
in technology and, to some extent, also in research that could lay the foundation 
for their future innovations.
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Public and private investments occur through diverse means, sometimes 
directly to research institutions and universities and sometimes to start-up 
companies as venture capital or seed money. In countries with better conditions 
for doing S&T work, these investments produce better results.

Several of the speakers offered their perspective on what these conditions 
are. The first condition is human capital: there is no science without people. 
The second is infrastructure, including facilities and equipment, which allows 
a country’s human capital to produce S&T. The third is the economic and 
business environment: there must be a flexible regulatory environment, free from 
excessive bureaucracy and favorable to the translation of scientific knowledge to 
the private sector. This same environment must ensure that laws are obeyed and 
that the judicial system functions efficiently. The so-called “rule of law” is vital 
to ensure predictability and thus expected returns on risky investments, such as 
investments in technology. Similarly, there must also be a system of intellectual 
property that provides guaranteed returns to the investor and that hinders neither 
the innovation process nor access to new technologies.

One final factor, also related to the innovation environment, concerns market 
structure. Competition is a fundamental driver of innovation. Innovation is, first 
and foremost, the result of companies’ attempts to expand their market share, 
or protect themselves from potential or actual competitors. A closed economy, 
in which companies are protected from foreign or domestic competitors, stifles 
innovation. Together, these elements determine a country’s capacity to produce 
new knowledge and technologies, as will be discussed in greater detail in 
subsequent chapters.

The next section in this text (chapter 1) examines Brazil’s effectiveness in 
using and producing new knowledge and technologies, a crucial factor for the 
country’s development.

The second chapter addresses one of the key conditions for attaining 
innovative success for any given country, and the basis for everything else: a 
quality education for all. In order to produce technology, countries must be able 
to train numerous talented scientists.

These scientists and researchers, however, also need adequate working 
conditions to produce new knowledge that may later be translated into new 
technologies. The first and most fundamental of these factors is infrastructure. 
That institutions have facilities and research equipment capable of providing 
stimulating working conditions is crucial to the success of technological endeavor. 
The third chapter addresses this topic.
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In the fourth chapter, we discuss yet another factor that is critical to 
converting society’s accumulated knowledge into new products and services, that 
is to say, innovations. Innovation depends on companies being compelled to create 
new products and, in some form, being rewarded for doing so. A competitive 
and stimulating economic environment is crucial to incentivizing companies 
to innovate. Without them, the knowledge acquired at university would not be 
applied to develop innovation. Thus, this chapter will discuss how our economic 
environment could be more conducive to innovation.

Finally, public policies and the state play a fundamental role in at least two 
main areas. First, throughout the world, the state is the greatest sponsor of scientific 
and technological entrepreneurship, for several reasons that will be discussed in 
the fifth chapter. Second, since public policies affect, directly or indirectly, all the 
other factors mentioned above, they contribute to the technological success of a 
country. The sixth chapter presents a brief discussion of the specifics of innovation 
in the health sector, as one example of this interplay a work.

This report ends by pointing out new pathways for innovation policies, 
based on proposals that could help Brazil to achieve technological success in the 
long term.






