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Abstract : Bertin is a french advanced technology company, specialised in the design and development of innovative hardware and software systems, prototypes and processes. Bertin also provides consulting and technical assistance services, to help its customers to define, to install and operate their systems. Bertin is used in taking a cross-disciplinary approach, spanning all key areas of technology. In the following article, the author is dealing with how a technology service company has learnt to foster innovation. Among the main tools, collaborator empowerment, upstream market studies and technological resources management  are highly concerned.

















Bertin, an advanced technology company





Bertin is a French SME and a technology service company.





Bertin systems feature high technological added value. Our corporate strategy can be summed up as follows :


We develop innovative and economical solutions to complex problems


We convert scientific progress into operational reality


Our work methodology is based on two core concepts :


Functional analysis, for the identification of critical aspects and bottlenecks


Project teams, joining our own in-house skills to those of carefully selected partners, to make sure that our customers get the most efficient solution





Bertin leverages the expertise built up over more than forty years of successful developments in all sectors, from aerospace, defence and energy, to telecommunications, transports and the environment.





Some of our accomplishments to date include systems for air-independent submarine propulsion, monitoring aircraft carrier deck landings, Meteosat weather satellites, automated mail sorting, high-speed spray can assembly, improved reliability in air traffic control centres and the reprocessing of industrial waste.








2. How a technology service company has learnt to foster innovation








2.1. From apparent contradictions towards a virtuous circle of innovation


 


For over forty years now, we at Bertin have been highly successful at meeting our customers' technology development needs. Indeed, we specialize in solving new problems by open-mindedly applying our acquired knowledge.  But the other side of the coin is that we have a very competitive and fragmented market which is rapidly revolving.





Our wide-ranging technological skills are a direct result of our long, glorius history.  They are also our greatest strength in multidisciplinary work and a valuable core competence worth cultivating for the future.  But the breadth of our range is actually an obstacle when, as a relatively small company, we need to mobilize and build on this knowledge base.





In 1995, Bertin introduced a major plan for change to revitalise our business activities and return to growth.  Operating as a technology service providerÑthe new paradigm for BertinÑmeant we had to overhaul our corporate ways and organization to adapt quickly without losing sight of our key objective, namely to serve our customers better.  This demands that we pay constant close attention to the market while focusing our energies on our current customers' needs.





Meanwhile, our natural position in technological innovation—particularly assistance and advice given to customers during the design and development of new products—demands, both for our own growth and to meet market expectations, that we of all companies must view our work as a permanent endeavour of anticipation and creativity.





Fragmented market, wide range of services, change, service, natural position in technological innovation, technological creativity.  All add up to a complex picture.





How can these apparent contradictions be managed to yield a virtuous circle of innovation?  Square the circle or work a miracle?





Neither. The solutions we have tried address this issue over time as part of an overall approach intended to promote participatory innovationÑthe focus is as much on matching innovation to Bertin's needs as on technological innovation itself.  The idea is that everyone should take the process "on board" and make it an integral part of their professional life.





Only an enterprise-wide, market-led approach, in which staff feel responsible for their individual projects, could properly meet the need for shared innovation and easy transfer to the customer.


�



To counter any undesirable effects associated with either this model or TQM in general, management must exercise great care in the way it approaches the choosing of priorities and the handling of "interfaces" in its efforts to win the whole-hearted support of project staff.  Without that support we leave our future development to chance.








The Bertin Scientific and Technical Committee (STC) : growth through collaborator empowerment





The Bertin Scientific and Technical Committee (STC) acts as the company "think tank".  Its ten members are selected from senior staff working in engineering, marketing, business intelligence and human resources.  Each STC member is also an in-house network leader.  The committee is chaired by an outside expert and managed by a permanent secretary acting as a dedicated project manager.





Broadly speaking, Bertin is organized as a number of business units bringing together logical combinations of core skills and competencies.  As an enterprise-wide support function, the STC contributes to improved unity of action.





The think tank's prime function is to advise the Executive Committee on technology development issues.  It can also be assigned specific tasks ranging from forward-looking business intelligence to upstream market studies of interest to two or more business units.





In the case of R&D projects contributing to greater "multidisciplinarity" or stronger ties with government research laboratories, the STC arranges for special government-backed funding (under a formula based on the project's market success).  R&D project work is performed by the company's operational business units under the STC's supervision.








2.3. STC inputs for entrepreneurial success





Bertin's technological heritage


The STC maintains an inventory and detailed evaluations of the company's key technologies.  This corporate memory is managed under a project known as Mémoire Vive, the French term for random access memory that includes the idea of life and liveliness





Technology assessment and planning


The STC structures the Bertin offering and forecasts skills requirements (using three-year projections) on the basis of upstream market studies


�



Promoting innovation


Organization of an in-house competition for the Jean Bertin award for innovation.  Setting up of a prototype in-house school of development and innovation management





Communication


The STC publishes an annual report, a two-monthly in-house newsletter (Echos technos) and runs an innovation club (Ateliers de l'innovation)








Facts and figures





In 1997, Bertin spent 27% of all company revenues on R&D, not including R&D funded directly by customers.  FFr 33 million was funded directly from cash flow, with assistance provided by French government bodies and European Union institutions amounting to FFr 21 million.





Over 50% of Bertin employees are members of in-house networks set up to implement STC actions.  Most are project leaders, sales executives or senior engineers.  This gives some indication of how Bertin employees contribute not only to their own departments (short-term management), but also to innovation activities that help to ensure Bertin's long-term future.








2.5. Results





Nearly four years after the establishment of the STC, the first results can be seen:  90% of our investment initiatives are new to the Bertin portfolio and are already paying off.





Stages in a process of enterprise-wide growth have been marked out by focusing investment on six unifying horizontal projects.  The STC proposals for action have been approved by the Executive Committee and 1998 will be spent implementing them.  Key actions will include promoting the company and its know-how, setting up new networks, seeking new partners, and exploring new avenues of research.
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