GREAT INVENTORS: THEIR IMPACT ON

BRITISH ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Analysis of the lives of over 400 British ‘great inventors’ sheds light on British economic development. The study by Zorina Khan and Kenneth Sokoloff finds that prior to the 1870s, formal scientific training was not associated with superior productivity at invention. What’s more, Britain’s relative loss of technological competitiveness in the late nineteenth century resulted in part from educational and patent systems biased toward individuals from wealthy or privileged backgrounds.

The role of science and technology in the British industrial revolution has been widely debated, but conclusions still differ about the extent to which the economic advances of the period owed to scientific inputs.

The researchers employed detailed information on a sample of over 400 British ‘great inventors’ who were included in biographical dictionaries because of their contributions to technological progress over the period from 1750 to 1930. They were thus able to trace the inventors who received formal training in science and engineering, as well as wider dimensions of achievement such as membership in the Royal Society, scientific eminence, and professional publications.

The variables from the biographical entries were supplemented with information from patent records on the numbers of patents filed over the individual's lifetime, the length of the inventor's patenting career, the industry in which he was active, and the degree of specialisation at invention.

The analysis focuses on the evolution of different types of knowledge in British industrialisation, and explores the determinants of shifts in the frontiers of technology during early economic growth.

The results indicate that a discrete change in the nature of technological knowledge inputs occurred toward the end of the nineteenth century. Although scientists proved to be just as responsive to economic incentives as ordinary technicians, prior to the 1870s formal scientific training was not associated with superior productivity at invention.

The relative loss of technological competitiveness that Britain experienced owed in part to institutional deficiencies such as educational and patent systems that were biased toward individuals from wealthy or privileged backgrounds, and slow to implement necessary changes.
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