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June 21, 2021
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Executive Summary
On Monday, June 21, 2021 the Center for Social Innovation at UC Riverside hosted an Inland
Empire Innovation Design Session, with the purpose of better collaboration and coordination
among regional stakeholders. This session came on the heels of CSI’s the State of Innovation in
the Inland Empire Report, which was released at the end of April 2021. The report found that
while the Inland Empire does have a fairly robust innovation ecosystem, there needs to be
better connection and collaboration among stakeholders. In order for these findings to have the
greatest impact, CSI has been presenting these findings throughout the region including at the
Raincross group, SBCTA, the City of Riverside, and more to come.
The design session was an important first step in building a more collaborative and aligned
innovation ecosystem in the region. We hope that the materials in this document will serve as a
foundation to begin implementing the strategies and opportunities for growth highlighted by the
participants of this session.
In addition, CSI has committed to the following items to help inform and continue this important
work including:
1. Creating and maintaining a database of regional incubators and accelerators
2. Fielding annual surveys on innovation
3. Helping to convene coordinated narrative work
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○

Helping to grow and strengthen relationships within and outside the Inland
Empire

4. Conducting continued research on innovation in the region
We will reach out to coordinate our next convening which will focus on building up the regional
narrative surrounding the innovation ecosystem. We will also be adding information and
resources to http://iesquared.org (Inland Empire Innovation Ecosystem) for the time being. On
the site we will have a space to post opportunities for entrepreneurs, businesses, and
organizations. This could include events, networking, resources, and any other opportunities
that may be relevant. If you have any questions, or would like us to post an opportunity, please
reach out to Gary Rettberg, at Gary.Rettberg@ucr.edu.

Session Highlights
On Monday, June 21 the Center for Social Innovation at UC Riverside held the Inland Empire
Innovation Ecosystem Design Session. The session included partners and stakeholders from
both inside and outside the region. The goal of the session was to come together to discuss our
vision for supporting and maintaining the growth of the current innovation ecosystem. We also
wanted to have a conversation about how to facilitate and promote more collaboration between
stakeholders.The agenda included both a break out session and a plenary session to facilitate
more in-depth discussions. Below are highlights and concise summaries for your reference.

Break Out Room Notes
The session was split into two breakout rooms to give the participants a chance to introduce
themselves and interact with each other in a smaller group setting.
The facilitators of the break out rooms presented the quote below to help frame the
conversation around collaboration, and to get the reaction of those in the group.

“If you look at history, innovation doesn’t come just from giving people incentives; it comes from
creating environments where their ideas can connect.“
- Steven Johnson (born 1968), Science author & media theorist
The following bullet points are concise summaries and/or consolidated points that were
mentioned by participants in both break out rooms:
● Creating an environment where ideas can connect requires collaboration and a holistic
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approach to innovation. The ecosystem is inherently connected to other systems in our
region.
The Inland Empire is a unique place with incredible diversity. How can we better facilitate
an environment that is connected, given the challenge of the region’s size?
Several participants noted that the region needs to do a better job of operating from an
asset-based perspective. While it is important to acknowledge the problems and needs
of the region, we need to communicate from a place of opportunity. We need to pay
attention to the language we are using to describe the I.E. This is especially important in
terms of attracting outside investment.
Collaboration, unity, coordination are vital to building the region
There hasn’t been a consolidated conversation about the vision for the region’s future.
How can we better collaborate and agree on a vision/goals for the region?
There are already a ton of great innovation assets in the region. How can we better
connect these stakeholders?
Some participants noted the importance of focusing on clean technology and
sustainability in terms of innovation in the I.E.
Lack of recognition from the outside, connecting up with the media, working more closely
with local governments.
Creating conditions and these alliances will start to link up in the region.
The IE was founded in Agriculture and the city of Riverside has a long-term vision to
bring forth a food system here. There are a lot of projects relating to that. Clean tech
energy is also a big item on our list.

The break out rooms provided a space for participants to introduce themselves and to begin the
conversation around innovation in the region. Participants began to dig into the opportunities
and challenges the region faces in terms of strengthening the innovation ecosystem. Overall
there seemed to be a willingness to collaborate from stakeholders from all over the region and
that are in different sectors of the ecosystem.

Plenary Session Notes
The overarching goal of the plenary design session was to come together to discuss our vision
for supporting and maintaining the growth of the current innovation ecosystem. We also wanted
to have a conversation about how to facilitate and promote more collaboration between
stakeholders.
To guide the conversation, we proposed the following questions to the participants:
1. First, let’s talk about our assets. What are some aspects that are going well in terms of
the innovation ecosystem in the Inland Empire?
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2. What are the opportunities for improvement? Aside from those found in the report, are
there any others we need to consider?
3. What types of solutions could we employ, as a region, to solve some of these problems?
4. What could you/ your organization commit to doing?

The following bullet points are concise summaries and/or consolidated points that were
mentioned by participants in the Plenary Session, written in the chat, and noted in our Collective
Notes document.

1. Note some of things that are going well in terms of the innovation ecosystem.
○ Several participants noted that the region has been doing a great job in sectors
like agriculture tech and cleantech. In addition, there are some really great higher
education institutions that could be better linked up into the regional innovation
economy.
○ The possibility of “Lithium Valley” and the economic opportunities it could bring to
the I.E. and surrounding communities.
○ Diverse workforce and communities; local talent
○ Our location and connection to other regional hubs like LA and San Diego.
○ Strong universities/research institutions
○ Leading industries
○ Large & diverse region
○ Good collaboration & willingness to collaborate
2. What are the opportunities for improvement? Aside from those found in the
report, are there any others we need to consider?
○ Many participants flagged that we need to do a better job of telling the story of
our region. We need to have stronger and more collaborative narrative work. This
is particularly important in terms of attracting outside investors and funders.
○ It has been difficult getting substantial media coverage in terms of our
achievements in innovation. We would like to see more stories (Ag tech, clean
tech), especially recognition from outside the region (LA, San Diego).
○ In addition to this narrative work, it has also been difficult getting information and
resources out to local startups and entrepreneurs looking to get started in the I.E.
○ We need to organize better to be ready for American Rescue Plan investments
and resources, as we continue to recover from the pandemic. Building a better
network to ease information flows and network is something we are on the verge
of.
○ How do we not replicate what’s already happening out there and bring together
collective efforts?
i.
Better coordination is needed
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There is a lack of regional recognition. Consistency in the message is what we’re
missing.
We need to strengthen our partnership with local media to highlight the efforts of
small businesses, entrepreneurs, and startups
Smart regulation/regulation consistency
i.
It can be difficult for innovators and entrepreneurs to move through this
realm. We need to partner with local governments to bridge this gap.
We need to prioritize collaborative thinking and take advantage of investment
happening following pandemic recovery
Focus less on scalability of startups. There are a lot of small opportunities that
could provide solid local jobs in the region.
Use location analytics to find opportunities.
More emphasis on understanding unmet customer needs rather than starting
from the technology side.
Good collaboration, but it should be better coordinated. There are many entities
doing similar work, more partnerships could help.
Building up virtual and physical infrastructure
More investment in mentorship programs (especially for historically marginalized
communities)
More accountability and transparency in reporting. Too many startups seem
stuck in the chasm of doom and not making it to implementation or pivoting when
needed.

3. What types of solutions could we employ, as a region, to solve some of these
problems?
○ Innovation ecosystem training for local government representatives and officials
so they better understand the environment, stakeholders, and needs of the
ecosystem.
○ Continue and strengthen our partnerships with local governments, especially in
terms of strategic plans, innovation corridors, and other incentives.
○ Other issues, like homelessness and housing costs, can affect the innovation
ecosystem. If we take a holistic approach to building up the ecosystem, we
should look to address a variety of issues that can impact innovation in the
region.
○ Regulatory consistency through smart regulation. Ensuring that regulation
doesn’t duplicate itself.
○ When we put up these events, we need reciprocity in attending events.
Transformative investments happen to regions that help each other.
○ Investment in young, diverse, and local talent - increasing partnerships with
business and higher education.

6

○

○

○

○
○

A focused, regional convening that takes place annually with multiple tracks and
opportunities for networking - face to face interactions are important in yielding
best networking outcomes
Check out Brad Feld’s books on ecosystem building. “Complex systems are
uncertain and unpredictable. They cannot be controlled, only guided and
influenced. Each startup community is unique. Replication is enticing but
impossible. The race to become "The Next Silicon Valley" is futile - even Silicon
Valley couldn't recreate itself.”The Startup Community Way: Evolving an
Entrepreneurial Ecosystem.
Echoing Scott’s comments around supporting new businesses via procurements
to add also via grant support for funding for pilot projects done in partnership the
city/CBOs as well
i.
Transparency and outreach around these opportunities as well
Echoing CSI’s work around consistency around data collection/reporting on
quarterly/annual basis that all can access
Procedural changes to make sure supported companies connected to new
opportunities in university and government opportunities

4. What could you/ your organization commit to doing?
○ Being part of a coalition/steering committee; helping in the education piece
i.
Nicole Cleary (UCR/CE-CERT)
ii.
Lisa Kiplinger Kennedy (Regional Director, Business & Entrepreneurship IEDRC)
iii.
Joyce Jong (City of Riverside) - conduit for city staff
iv.
Brenda Solorio (LACI)
○ Linking more IE companies & talent to SoCal tech and venture opportunities PledgeLA and AnnenbergTech.
i.
Contact: Calvin Selth - cselth@annenberg.org
○ Find ways to align and integrate IERISE efforts with this one and, in turn, bridge
collaborations with efforts both inter and intra-sectionally. - Damien PLF
○ Working on Economic Development and capital access, particularly in the
Opportunity Zones with government partners
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Strategies & Collective Notes
During the design session, we created a shared Google document that we edited in real time.
Below are some highlights from that document, (the full document can be found here).
A large part of the discussion was centered around strategies and ways we could improve the
current innovation ecosystem in the Inland Empire. Ultimately, we came up with 5 sections with
specific strategies.

●

Updating regional narratives & mindsets
○ What we believe about ourselves has everything to do with where we’ll
end up.
○ Consistent data collection/reporting on quarterly/annual basis that all can access

●

Regional connectivity, clusters, and innovation districts
○ Broadband access
○ A focused, regional convening that takes place annually with multiple tracks and
opportunities for networking - face to face interactions are important in yielding
best networking outcomes

●

Investments and smart regulations
○ Support & investment in R&D
○ Could “Smart Regulations” include more open and unregulated
environments that foster and reward creativity?
○ Procedural changes to make sure supported companies connected to new
opportunities in university and government opportunities

○
●

Focus less on scalability of startups. Lots of small opportunities could provide
solid local jobs in the region.

Education and mentoring
○ Training, apprenticeship, and career pathways
○ Create a stronger pipeline from K-12 to Community College and university
entrepreneurship programs.
○ Blend entrepreneurship education with Career/Technical Education (CTE).
○ Use location analytics to find gaps in services such as food deserts that
create business opportunities.
○ Create a region wide mentoring network for startup founders.
○ Support ALL startups, not just those with multi million dollar growth
potential.
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●

Engage students with a mix of skills. Not everyone needs to be a founder.
Involve family members in business creation.
Find ways to support K-12 teachers with no business experience with
mentors so they can encourage students to start businesses.
Addressing mentoring gaps and equity concerns
More investment in mentorship programs (especially for historically marginalized
communities)

Build bridges with interested partners in SoCal (LA, OC, and San Diego)
○ Annenberg Tech / PledgeLA
○ LACI
○ Alliance for SoCal Innovation

Expanded Models & References
This section contains expande models of the Innovation Ecosystem. We presented some of
these models during the session, but not all. Aside from Figure 1, these figures were not
originally created by CSI and can be found in the academic literature on innovation ecosystems.
You can find more information in the Academic References section and in our full report:
https://socialinnovation.ucr.edu/state-innovation-inland-empire
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Innovation Ecosystem Models
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Academic References
Listed below are some additional academic references that summarize and exampnd on
innovation ecosystem models. There is a rich body of literature on this topic that is worth
exploring. The articles listed below contain excellent summaries of some of this work.
de Vasconcelos Gomes, Leonardo Augusto, et al. "Unpacking the innovation ecosystem
construct: Evolution, gaps and trends." Technological Forecasting and Social Change 136
(2018): 30-48.
Engler, Joseph, and Andrew Kusiak. "Modeling an innovation ecosystem with adaptive agents."
International journal of innovation science (2011).
Gobble, MaryAnne M. "Charting the innovation ecosystem." Research-Technology Management
57.4 (2014): 55-59.
Granstrand, Ove, and Marcus Holgersson. "Innovation ecosystems: A conceptual review and a
new definition." Technovation 90 (2020): 102098.
Jackson, Deborah J. "What is an innovation ecosystem." National Science Foundation 1.2
(2011): 1-13.
Sant, Tomás Dias, et al. "The structure of an innovation ecosystem: foundations for future
research." Management Decision (2020).
Wang, Ping. "An integrative framework for understanding the innovation ecosystem." Advancing
the Study of Innovation and Globalization in Organizations (2009): 301-314.

Recordings/Transcripts
Innovation Ecosystem Design Session - Recording
https://youtu.be/Az1aWMAC7OU
The design session transcript is available upon request. Please email Gary Rettberg,
gary.rettberg@ucr.edu for details.
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Next Steps
Thank you all again for your interest and participation in the Inland Empire Innovation
Ecosystem Design Session. We at CSI believe that this session was an essential first step in
building a more collaborative and aligned innovation ecosystem in the region. We hope that the
materials in this document will serve as a foundation for our region to start implementing some
of these strategies and opportunities for growth.
We will reach out to coordinate our next convening which will focus on building up the regional
narrative surrounding the innovation ecosystem. We will also be adding information and
resources to http://iesquared.org (Inland Empire Innovation Ecosystem) for the time being. On
the site we will have a space to post opportunities for entrepreneurs, businesses, and
organizations. This could include events, networking, resources, and any other opportunities
that may be relevant. If you have any questions, or would like us to post an opportunity, please
reach out to Gary Rettberg, at Gary.Rettberg@ucr.edu.
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