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Dissertation

Sunny with a chance of traffic: Weather forecasting, smart highways, and how governments affect innovation

Supervised by Rebecca Jean Emigh (University of California—Los Angeles)

Abstract:

Schumpeter and Romer forwarded theoretical accounts in which market forces spur innovation, accelerated
by the stock of human capital. My research, using historical/comparative and computational research
methods, demonstrates that these explanations are incomplete, as the market mechanisms around innovation
are transformed depending on the form that government intervention takes. What’s more, the form of
government intervention explains why some technologies make continuous progress while others languish for
decades. In my first case, weather forecasting, the US government takes on a large role in directing resources
and deciding research topics, guiding innovation with a heavy hand. In my second case, smart highway
technology, the same government is handcuffed as its responsibilities come decoupled from contemporary
R&D in the years following WW2, forcing entire research trajectories to be abandoned, and human capital
redirected. Market forces may be central mechanisms behind innovation, the trajectories that innovation
travels along are often chosen by governments, intentionally or not.



