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New Zealand’s creative economy: in search of research

Gudrun Frommherz and Aditya Narayan

TOROA Centre for Communication Research, Auckland University of Technology, Auckland, New Zealand

ABSTRACT
The activity of researching is a customary part of creative work, 
often for understanding the wider territory of an assignment, 
resolving issues of production, or optimising creative outcomes. 
Creatives do not always appreciate or even recognise the commer-
cial value of their research, i.e. in the form of novel processes, 
unique applications of technology, or ground-breaking creative 
solutions. A mixed-model study into on-the-job research practices 
in New Zealand’s creative industries evidenced a profound discon-
nection between research input in creative labour and output of 
economically deployable innovation. It was observed that although 
many originations effectively resulted from creative research prac-
tice, these were not normally leveraged beyond the immediate 
task. Against the backdrop of New Zealand’s aspiration to become 
a leading innovation economy, the article proposes the develop-
ment of a knowledge-sharing innovation ecosystem that absorbs 
the manifold casual research outcomes from creative production 
work and develops pathways for New Zealand’s creative profes-
sionals to convert imaginative specialist solutions into sustainable 
innovation capital.

Introduction

Departing from a legacy as an agricultural economy, New Zealand’s Growth and 
Innovation Framework (Clark 2002) identified the development of the creative indus-
tries sector as a key strategic area for the nation’s future growth and prosperity. 
Building on a reputed Kiwi ingenuity and recognising ‘creativity as an infinite resource’ 
for driving an economy based on talent and originality, the framework sought to 
advance New Zealand as ‘a birthplace of world-changing people and ideas’ (Clark 
2002, 6). Since then, the government has devised a broad scaffold of innovation 
agendas and respective institutional bodies, incentivised local R&D, and encouraged 
creative production, particularly in the screen and design sectors. The creative 
industries today contribute a significant percentage to the annual GDP, more than 
double the creative GDP in each of the North American, European, and Asia-Pacific 
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economic regions (EY 2015). In 2015, New Zealand was named the third most creative 
country in the world (Florida, Mellander, and King 2015).

Yet, New Zealand’s high creativity appraisal stands opposite a much lesser ranking 
as an innovator, where New Zealand merely reached the 26th place in the latest Global 
Innovation Index (WIPO. 2021), of 132 featured nations. New Zealand’s economic value 
production from innovation is further eclipsed by an overall poor national productivity 
standard, which has slipped to a below-average position among the OECD nations 
(New Zealand Productivity Commission 2021a) and near-bottom amid small advanced 
economies globally (Skilling 2020). Low productivity performance indicates an inferior 
translation of resources into viable economic outcomes – or inputs into outputs. These 
indices suggest that the Growth and Innovation Framework has not substantially 
enriched domestic innovation, and they prove that New Zealand continues to struggle 
with converting its creative potential into significant outcomes, or great ideas into 
business (Callaghan 2009).

Nevertheless, New Zealand’s creative economy is buzzing. Thus, the question arises 
of how a successful creative sector fails to transform its inherent creativity into sus-
tained economic value. How is it possible that the so-called ‘creator industries’ (Miles 
and Green 2008), which originate new ideas as their core activity, effectively neglect 
to turn innovation into capital? Where exactly in the pipeline of producing creative 
outcomes are opportunities missed for generating durable IP and re-deployable 
knowledge assets?

Intending to identify potential gaps between creativity and innovation in New 
Zealand’s creative industry sector, this study set out to explore the ‘shopfloor’ profes-
sional practices by working creatives, with particular attention to the interactions 
between creative production, creative research, and innovation practice. The study 
wanted to find out whether, where and how on-the-job research, as it is endemic to 
creative work, produces a noteworthy potential for innovation and original IP. A 
qualitative study comprising a nationwide creative industries survey and a series of 
in-depth interviews with creative professionals, undertaken in 2021 by researchers 
from the TOROA Centre for Communication Research at the Auckland University of 
Technology, pursued three distinct but interrelated questions:

1.	 What, in the view of creative professionals, constitutes ‘research’ in their creative 
work?

2.	 How do creatives go about executing and applying research?
3.	 What are creatives’ perceived outcomes of their research activities?

As yet, only a small number of scholarly publications have paid attention to the 
specific practices and outcomes of on-the-job research in commercial creative work. 
Miles and Green (2008) industry report on four creative sub-sectors in the UK is one 
of the few detailed examinations of creatives’ innovation practices. The vast majority 
of literature on creative industries research instead tends to focus on creative practice 
as a research tool (e.g. Biggs and Buchler 2008; Candy & Edmonds, 2018; Collins 2010; 
Harper 2011; Roth 1999; Skains 2018), i.e. considers creative practice as research – in 
contrast to research in creative practice, which this study sought to examine. Although 
anecdotal information exists about creatives’ research activities, mainly in the form 
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of collegiate conversations in industry forums and professional networks, very little 
systematic empirical data about creative research practice is presently available – and 
virtually none in the New Zealand context. Hence, this study was significant, as local 
data was needed for evaluating the existing innovation dynamics in New Zealand’s 
creative sector, which ideally would aid the development of a well-functioning creative 
innovation ecosystem for the nation.

Data

The study underlying this report collected New Zealand-based data from three dif-
ferent sources:

1.	 Creative roles job adverts on Seek NZ were sampled on six evenly distributed 
dates between December 2020 and June 2021. Over 3,000 creative industries 
job adverts were screened for the mention of research skills as a job qualifi-
cation or as an expected professional activity.

2.	 A nationwide survey in the form of a comprehensive online questionnaire was 
conducted between 11 January and 10 February 2021. More than 1,000 data 
points could be collected from fifty participants. Participants represented the 
majority of New Zealand’s creative industries subsectors, and their distribution 
was roughly equivalent to the respective employment share of the particular 
industry (Figure 1).

3.	 Ten semi-structured interviews with active creative professionals were under-
taken in March 2021. The interviews produced over 15 hours of qualitative data 
on the pursuits and experiences of creatives concerning their on-the-job 
research activities and innovation practices.

Although the overall sample size was small, the results from data analysis were 
nevertheless significant and illuminative of the day-to-day research practices of 

Figure 1. E mployment shares per creative subsector and distribution of survey participants. Source: 
the authors.



360 G. FROMMHERZ AND A. NARAYAN

creative professionals. The interviews in particular provided rich qualitative data that 
produced detailed insights into the industry’s challenges when translating endemic 
research practice into significant outcomes.

Results

Findings from both survey and interview data confirmed a substantial level of regular, 
on-the-job research activity that is a part of professional creative work. Over 
three-quarters of participants stated that their creative role regularly involved research, 
which in almost 70% of cases exceeded more than half of the total project time. In 
contrast, the requirement of research skills in job adverts for creative positions 
appeared in less than 8% of postings (Figure 2).

Despite generally high research engagement by creatives, the predominant aim of 
project-based inquiry, more often than not, targeted immediate creative problem-solving 
rather than the generation of reusable and economically deployable knowledge (Figure 
3). Economic utilisation of research outcomes beyond a specific brief or project was 
not commonly a goal and hardly ever influenced creatives’ approach to researching 
and preserving research outcomes. Instead, it was extremely rare that creative pro-
fessionals managed their research processes and findings in such a way that they 
could readily re-access research outcomes for further use beyond the immediate 
creative task. Data evidenced a profound lack of systematically documenting research, 
and showed that research processes tended to be almost always ad hoc, on-the-fly, 
and highly individualised (Figure 4).

Creatives stated that they acquired the vast majority of their research skills through 
personal self-learning, with education providers contributing to research training in 
about one quarter of situations and industry in a mere 10% of cases. This fairly low 
level of formal research training stood in contrast to creative skills learning that more 
commonly was delivered by both education providers (85%) and industry-supported 
learning opportunities (71%), such as internships, professional development or software 
training (Figure 5).

Perhaps as a result of low formal research education, essential research concepts 
and terms were not always well appreciated by creatives. For instance, none of the 
participants offered a clear attribution of what they called their job-based research 
activities (Figure 6), and there existed uncertainty about the function of ‘data’ within 

Figure 2. O n-the-job research requirements: what creatives say vs. what job adverts specify. Source: 
the authors.
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research. ‘Data’ was mostly associated with numbers, spreadsheets and analytics 
(Figure 7).

Still, creative researchers usually evidenced a sound grasp of the validity of findings 
from their creative research activities. The participants reported that they habitually 

Figure 3.  What creatives most commonly research. Source: the authors.

Figure 4.  What creatives say about their research processes. Source: the authors.

Figure 5. D elivery of creative vs. research skills. Source: the authors.
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verified critical information and commonly gauged the credibility of a source. Professional 
networks often served as dependable platforms for substantiating research data. The 
fear of using flawed information or misrepresenting details in their professional work 
seemed a strong motivator for cautious fact-checking. There was a sense that the level 
of individual research skill and the overall quality of creative research was vitally 
important for establishing and maintaining a creative’s professional credibility.

Notwithstanding high research engagement and the latently perceived importance 
of high-quality research outcomes, most research efforts remained hidden as an eco-
nomic activity. Instead, creatives often perceived their research needs as a ‘necessary 
evil’ for getting a job done – or even a sign of deficiency in professional aptitude – 
and clients often rejected the time and costs of research as project excess (Figure 8). 
Accordingly, and against the fact that creatives on average spent significant time on 
research, they could rarely account for research as a directly billable project resource 
(Figure 9). As a result of push-back from clients, and a self-perception that research 

Figure 6. A ttribution of research activities. Source: the authors.

Figure 7.  Perceptions about the use of ‘data’ in creative research. Source: the authors.
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was predominantly about filling a gap in practical knowledge, the broader leverage 
of research outcomes was severely inhibited. Creatives who ultimately cultivated their 
research and used research findings for improving their creative production processes 
rarely recognised the larger economic value of the specialist knowledge they had 
produced.

Despite a generally low appreciation of the economic value of creative research 
that was accompanied by a lack of documenting research in systematic ways (Figure 
10), the level of ‘unintended innovations’ – especially concerning technology opti-
misation, workflows and specialist technical processes – was notably high. Creatives 
evidenced a wide range of innovations they had devised over the course of their 
professional work, which they often felt made up for the lost research time on 

Figure 8.  Perceptions of the importance of on-the-job research; creatives’ positions, their clients, 
employers and the community. Source: the authors.

Figure 9.  Participants’ approaches to accounting for research time and costs, if so. Source: the 
authors.
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previous work. It is there that many creatives had developed a personal repertoire 
of highly specialised practices and ‘creative shortcuts’ that allowed them to optimise 
production work sufficiently enough for absorbing the resource burden that constant 
research in a fast-changing industry placed on them. But because these innovations 
were generally regarded as merely functional, one-off and for individual use, a wider 
sharing of research outcomes and innovation did not occur freely (Figure 11). With 
the consequently limited inflow of original knowledge and inventions into the indus-
try’s innovation ecosystem, opportunities for converting tacit IP into tangible com-
mercial outcomes seemed to be missed on a rather regular basis.

Overall, the study evidenced that although innovation was a regular outcome of 
creatives’ research activities, new knowledge was not normally shared in the creative 
community. As a consequence, new ideas and originations remained hidden in 

Figure 10.  How creatives document their research. Source: the authors.

Figure 11.  Knowledge-sharing practices by creative professionals. Source: the authors.
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individual creative outcomes and rarely matured into recognised innovation capital 
to fuel New Zealand’s creative productivity.

Creative New Zealand

In a nation with a total population of about five million, New Zealand’s creative 
economy employed over 131,000 people (6.6% of the total national workforce) 
and generated NZ$17.5bn, amounting to 6.8% of its GDP in 2016 (NZIER. 2016; 
WeCreate 2020). Design-related economic activities alone were evaluated at 
NZ$10.1bn, equalling 4.2% of New Zealand’s GDP, and accounting for 4.4% of 
NZ’s employment (PwC 2017). On the global scale of a US$2.25tr creative econ-
omy worldwide (3% of the world’s total GDP in 2015), the Asia-Pacific economic 
region of which New Zealand is a part leads creative value production both in 
terms of revenue (US$743bn or 33% of global creative total) and jobs (US$12.7m 
or 43% of global creative total) (EY. 2015; Florida 2015). The Global Creativity 
Index 2015 deemed New Zealand the third most creative country in the world 
(Florida, Mellander, and King 2015), up from 6th place in 2010 (Florida, Mellander, 
and Stolarick 2011).

If the creative sector in New Zealand was classified as a unique industry,1 
creative production would far outrank agriculture at NZ$8.1bn; design work alone 
yielded a higher GDP contribution than the entire agricultural sector2 (PwC 2017). 
The widespread perception that New Zealand is an agrarian economy seems 
positively outdated (Forbes 2018). Instead, the future of New Zealand is creative. 
The continuing strong growth of the creative sector, especially in the areas of 
interactive media (compound annual growth rate of 39% over six years) (Gray 
2019), digital media (8.9%) and design (3.8%) (Wilson 2020), and the rapid growth 
of the screen industry (8% in the 2016/17 financial year) (StatsNZ 2018), indicate 
a thriving creative industry. The shift from a primary to an idea economy makes 
sense for a nation that is geographically isolated, small in population but big on 
landscape and affluent of entrepreneurial spirit. A legendary Kiwi ingenuity 
embedded in a culture of creative problem-solving, enriched by the arts and 
creative traditions brought into the nation by immigrants from over 200 ethnic 
and cultural backgrounds, provides a steady base for New Zealand to propel its 
creative potential (Grant 2019; Manch 2019; NZ Herald 2013; Up Education 2021). 
New Zealand’s natural inventiveness and creative diversity are further aided by 
inbound production contracts, including legendary large-scale screen projects 
such as Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit trilogies, James Cameron’s 
Avatar sequels, Netflix’s Cowboy Bebop, and Amazon’s season one of the Lord of 
the Rings TV series, bringing into the local economy additional creative resources 
and secondary revenues. About one-third of the 1.8bn screen production and 
postproduction revenue in 2016 came from international contracts (NZIER 2017), 
up 19% from the previous year (StatsNZ 2018).

WeCreate, an alliance of New Zealand’s creative industries, seeks to further grow 
the creative sector to NZ$25bn over the next five years (Up Education 2021). The 
government department for Economic and Regional Development projected an inflow 
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of NZ$4.4bn from international screen production spending over the coming five 
years (Nash 2021). Equally, the New Zealand Interactive and Game Development 
Industry, already drawing 93% of its revenues from digital exports, aspires to achieve 
NZ$1bn in exports by 2024 (NZGDA. 2019). With a range of legislative initiatives that 
aim at boosting local innovation, New Zealand aspires to become ‘a global innovation 
hub, a world-class generator of new ideas for a productive, sustainable and inclusive 
future’ (MBIE 2019b, 3) by 2027.

Growth and innovation framework

The government has helped immensely with advocating for New Zealand as a creative 
powerhouse. Built on a formidable 100% Pure brand (TNZ 2009) that promotes the 
nation as an authentic, pristine, and highly liveable country, the government estab-
lished various frameworks and initiatives for growing its domestic innovation capability. 
Reaching back to an initiative by then Prime Minister Helen Clark (2002), the Growth 
and Innovation Framework identified the creative industries as one of three focus 
areas for future growth, next to ICT and biotechnology. Subsequent incentives for 
advancing the screen sector came in form of a screen (NZSPG) and postproduction 
(PDV) grant introduced in 2014,3 seeking to encourage the production of significant 
TV and film projects on New Zealand soil. Recognising the spill-over gains from 
inbound projects to the wider economy, the NZSPG allows for heavy subsidies on 
qualifying international productions (NZSC, 2021b). In one instance, a memorandum 
of understanding between New Zealand and Amazon Studios LLC underwrote the 
big-budget production of The Lord of the Rings TV series with a full 25% rebate4 
against providing local employment, developing local business potential, internationally 
promoting the New Zealand brand, and exploring mutually beneficial R&D opportu-
nities (MBIE 2019a, MBIE. 2020). Although the memorandum was withdrawn by Amazon 
after only a few months (Malpass et  al. 2021), for New Zealand, this undertaking 
demonstrated the government’s commitment to increasing creative productivity.

Recognising a need for increasing domestic knowledge production, the government 
introduced a 15% innovation tax credit in 2019 to encourage more R&D in the local 
industry. Public funding for research, science and innovation was projected at around 
$2bn in 2020 (MBIE. 2018), a respectable investment into New Zealand’s future. Despite 
significant support for boosting innovation, there is yet a gaping discrepancy between 
innovation input and lasting positive outcomes. The 2020 and 2021 Global Innovation 
Indices recurrently ranked New Zealand 26th out of over 1305 evaluated economies, 
sliding further down from 22th in 2018 and 25th in 2019 (WIPO. 2020, 2021); these 
rankings avow a weak innovation performance, especially in the light of a superior 
creative competence. The rankings suggest a considerable disparity between New 
Zealand’s assumed creative potential and the actual production of economically 
deployable innovation.

A closer look at the Global Innovation Index reveals that New Zealand’s inno-
vation input sits reasonably strong at 19th place globally. Thus, it seems that the 
local economy is doing well enough with providing a suitable environment for 
innovation. Nevertheless, innovation outputs overall (e.g. IP receipts, patents, 
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high-quality technical, creative and knowledge exports) still lag in 32nd place 
(WIPO. 2021). Regardless of some very strong input markers, e.g. ease of starting 
a business and getting credit (globally 1st place), political and operational stability 
(both 2nd place) and protection of minority investors (3rd place), the knowledge 
and technology output only made 39th place, with the sub-index of knowledge 
dissemination trailing at the abysmal ranks of 64th in 2021 and 77th in 2020. It 
appears that those economic activities that effectively translate creative aptitude 
into sustained tangible assets (i.e. knowledge sharing) are the areas in which 
New Zealand performs least well.

All in all, New Zealand’s current productivity data indicates a misalignment between 
available creative resources, current research investment, and actual innovation out-
puts. The Research, Science and Innovation System Performance Report (MBIE 2018) 
noted that New Zealand’s economic productivity continues to lag behind comparable 
nations, citing modest R&D investment and inferior innovation rates as key factors 
behind such ow productivity. This appraisal has been echoed by several public bodies 
(e.g. NZPC 2021), industry (e.g. PwC 2020), and academic evaluators (e.g. 
Greenway-McGrevy et  al. 2020) alike.

Some initiatives under the government’s Industry Transformation Agenda, although 
much needed and welcomed by the respective industries, seem to have aided direct 
revenue generation more than building innovation capability. The present screen 
grants, for instance, have positively helped attract international productions to New 
Zealand and have as such bolstered the creative sector. Still, it is unclear how much 
the grants ultimately aided the growth of the domestic innovation potential. Some 
believe that the grant money would be better spent on home-grown creative products 
and locally developed IP (Coughlan 2020). Even the screen industry, although a direct 
beneficiary of the grants scheme, has called for the accelerated development and 
protection of domestic IP (Screen Sector Strategy NZ 2020) over the promotion of 
international grants. There are concerns that the focus on international exports may 
erode local IP development and prioritise short-term gains over the production of 
sustained innovation value (Coughlan 2020; Grant 2019; McWha et  al. 2018). For 
instance, an evaluation of the NZSPG (McWha et  al. 2018) indicated that the screen 
incentive has benefitted mainly in two areas, 1) temporary local employment6 including 
support businesses during the production schedule7 and 2) inbound tourism in the 
aftermath of an international release8 (Nash 2021; NZIER 2017; TNZ 2020). Despite 
these certainly positive effects on the local economy, externally driven economic 
activity tends to be volatile: spill-over gains are often restricted to the duration of 
on-site screen production, relocation of crews and gear from overseas negatively 
impacts the environmental footprint, and film tourism is susceptible to disruptive 
global events, as the COVID pandemic so patently demonstrated. And despite con-
tractual grant agreements with international producers, there is ultimately no guar-
antee that these will be honoured, as in the case of the sudden relocation of the 
Lord of the Rings productions from New Zealand to the UK (Aljazeera 2021; Frater 
2021; Malpass et  al. 2021; Milne 2021). From the perspective of attaining a viable 
and reliable innovation economy, it seems that incentivising international productions 
might not easily generate the sustained high-value exports that New Zealand wants 
and needs for building long-term innovation capital (Coughlan 2020).
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If the international screen grant indeed should be ill-suited for advancing local IP, 
then perhaps the resident innovation tax credit might aid domestic innovation more 
directly. However, WeCreate (2020) identified challenges in sourcing investment for 
creative innovation as a definite barrier to the sector’s growth. They noted that current 
R&D funding would not normally be open to creative enterprises. The innovation tax 
incentive, for one, does not apply to research in the social sciences, arts, humanities, 
management studies, and organisational design, even if they otherwise would meet 
the definition of eligible R&D (IRD. 2019). Further, the tax incentive requires a mini-
mum research investment at a scale commonly beyond the ability of most players in 
the local creative sector, which is largely comprised of self-employed entrepreneurs 
and SMEs (Wilson 2020, Up Education 2021). It thus appears that neither a grant 
system aimed at exporting the New Zealand brand to international producers nor a 
narrowly drawn R&D enticement might significantly fuel New Zealand’s creative 
productivity.

Creative research, R&D and innovation

New Zealand’s economic innovation project is rooted in the assumption that invest-
ment in R&D eventually generates deployable IP. In contrast to such linear ‘research 
in—innovation out’ formula, Kiwi physicist and inventor Sir Paul Callaghan (2009) 
warned that it might not be sufficient for New Zealand ‘merely to create a 
macro-economic environment conducive to business, and especially export business, 
and then hope that seed nuclei will form’ (13). This is perhaps especially true for the 
creative sector that in large part is carried by freelance labour and small studios often 
less interested in or altogether resistant to corporate ways of doing business (e.g. 
Hesmondhalgh and Baker 2011; Hodgson and Briand 2013; Huws 2010; Townley, 
Beech, and McKinlay 2009). The premise that scheduled R&D activity consequentially 
encourages innovation comes with at least three principal challenges for the creative 
industries: 1) The conundrum of precisely which pursuits and processes in creative 
work may account for legitimate research, especially as research-related activities are 
intricately woven into, and cannot be separated from, the production of creative 
outputs. 2) The question of where and when in the creative process artistic intellectual 
capital begets creative innovation, and 3) how busy and project-focused creatives 
may recognise (and leverage) any eventual innovation embedded in their day-to-day 
practices.

R&D vs. creative research: a question of definition?

The issue of what exactly in creative work may account for authentic research is, 
at least for its commercial trajectory, a policy matter at the national level. New 
Zealand’s current definitions and economic classifications of R&D are largely blind 
to the day-to-day research activities of creative professionals. Although the vital 
importance of project-based research seems silently acknowledged by most creative 
practitioners, the commercial value of on-project research appears much less appre-
ciated – and this is so with stakeholders across the entire creative value network, 
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from clients, creative firms and professionals, all the way to economic forums and 
decision-makers on local and national boards. Data from this study has highlighted 
how little the research activities necessary in daily creative work seem valued – or 
even admitted – as an essential component of creatives’ labour. However, creatives 
have nevertheless emphasised the significant advantages they gain from their 
creative research, both for improving creative outcomes in present and future 
commercial work and for innovating their own specialist workflows and techniques 
that set them apart from the competition. One of the interviewees remarked that 
‘The core value of work in the creative professions is not tied to what we make but 
how we make it. The process for arriving at an outcome is much larger than the out-
come itself’.

New insights arising from creative on-the-job research are often latent and as 
such yet intangible. In contrast to recognising ‘soft’ research outcomes as essential 
for innovation, the legislative definition of eligible research activities for the New 
Zealand tax credit emphasises the ‘material purpose of creating new knowledge, or 
new or improved processes, services, or goods’ (Research and Development Tax 
Credits Act, 2019, 7; emphasis added). Correspondingly, Grant (2019) observed that 
‘Government support continues to focus on the traditional physical production of 
goods’ (10–11).

Even so, present R&D qualifiers are also blurry. Information provided by the 
Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment clarifies that to avail of the tax 
credit, applicants

must seek to resolve a scientific or technological uncertainty. In other words, it’s not 
enough to be applying existing knowledge in a new situation. You must be trying to solve 
a hard problem or do something that professionals in that field don’t know how to do 
without going through an investigative process to try to find an answer. (MBIE 2022, 
non-pag.)

Removing creative and/or technological uncertainty by engaging in an investigative 
process that seeks answers to something that professionals in the field do not (yet) 
know, is exactly what creatives profess they are doing when exploring, for instance, 
the impact of new technology on a specific aspect of the creative process or its 
outcomes, or when they devise emerging technological affordances into novel creative 
tools and techniques. Each of these innovations effectively produces new knowledge 
towards attaining entirely novel outcomes or altogether advancing a previous 
cutting-edge standard.

Still, the classifications of what qualifies as supported R&D activities are purposefully 
crafted to invite some but not all research activities with innovation potential. First 
and foremost, government support is extended to research that explicitly aims at 
producing new ideas, products, or processes of notable commercial potential. Research 
activities that primarily focus on solving a creative task, which is the case for creative 
on-the-job research, are not included in this qualification regardless of whether or 
not the eventual outcomes might generate unique new markets. Next, outcomes from 
R&D must be material, which implies a recognisable form of clearly described and 
delineated concepts, models, products or procedures. The requirement of the mate-
riality of R&D outcomes also infers rather direct and immediate availability for 
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deployment – something that the latent knowledge production in creative research 
infrequently fulfils.

Further lacking in regular creative research practice is the R&D requisite of using 
‘a systematic approach’ (Research and Development Tax Credits Act, 2019 8; MBIE 
2022, non-pag.) whereby ‘investigation is a primary objective’ (StatsNZ 2016, ‘purpose’). 
Data in this study has well evidenced that creatives rarely follow a systematic or 
structured research process but instead engage with research in arbitrary and idio-
syncratic ways. Established research terminology, concepts and protocols are not 
commonly applied in creative research practice. Instead, creatives individually seek 
to make sense of their perceived need for researching when they, for example, inves-
tigate possible improvements to production techniques or explore, analyse and crit-
ically appraise ideas for concept development. Thus, the ad hoc research practices of 
creatives hardly qualify as ‘research proper’ – neither in the legislative R&D definitions 
nor in the understanding of scholarly research in the academic context (Table 1).

Creative innovation: a tautology?

The second challenge for IP production in the creative industries, i.e. the question of 
where and how creative practice might spawn innovation, resides with the overall 
‘system’ of the creative economy, i.e. the organisation, standards and conventions of 
the industry. This concern probes the difficult question of the boundary between 
creative intellectual capital directed at achieving an ideal creative solution and imag-
inative inventiveness that produces novel knowledge assets of a much larger dispo-
sition. The author of Hidden Innovation in the Creative Industries, Kestenbaum (2008), 
admitted that ‘we do not understand well the process of innovation within the creative 
industries, nor how waves of innovation from elsewhere impact upon them’ (3). 
Similarly, the review report of the initial screen grants acknowledged that ‘IP has a 
number of different meanings’ (Joyce and Finlayson 2013, 3) and recognised that IP 
emerging through the production of creative products ‘is not easily replicable’ (4). 
Indeed, creative IP does not readily move from one project or application to another, 
which inherently encumbers the wider deployment of innovative ideas.

In a response to inconsistent and unclear interpretations of what creative innovation 
might entail, the New Zealand Institute of Economic Research conceded that ‘tradi-
tional measures of innovation such as patents are a poor indicator of innovation 
because the speed of industry development means that new products and services 
quickly become obsolete and are overtaken by new innovations’ (NZIER 2017, 25). 
They proposed that industry-recognised awards could provide a more suitable indi-
cator of creative innovation and IP, in part because the industry itself ‘is best placed 
to judge innovation when they see it’ (25).

Table 1. R esearch in industry, academia and the creative professions.
PRIMARY PURPOSE innovation new knowledge problem-solving
OBJECT OF INQUIRY works with data produces original data data not normally 

recognised
PROCESS systematic systematic & critical ad hoc
OUTCOMES tangible-material tangible or theoretical often intangible
BENEFICIARY/SCOPE often proprietary public personal
Source: the authors.
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Although technology-rich creative enterprises à la Weta Digital have been acknowl-
edged as operating at the forefront of technological innovation (Kluyskens, as cited 
in McWha et  al. 2018; Lock 2014), creative IP encompasses much more than the 
origination of technologies or advancements in technical production. Ordinarily, cre-
ative innovations result not as much from new tools and technologies themselves 
but rather from inventive ways of using them. Yet because improvements to creative 
processes and workflows are commonly motivated by a perceived need for immediate 
problem solving, automating repetitive tasks or cutting corners, creatives seldom see 
their solutions as innovations that could be scaled, transferred or adapted for wider 
leverage, let al.one packaged into commercially viable IP.

The entanglement of innovation with bounded creative briefs provides a significant 
barrier to realising originations beyond the immediate project. Because innovation 
work is not a separate and dedicated activity, many originations remain narrowly 
drawn and elusive and, as such, they locate outside of what is deemed economically 
worthwhile IP. Interviewees in this study explained that they mostly developed their 
innovative ideas ‘just good enough to make it work’ – sufficient for optimising a 
respective solution but not enough for redeploying the innovation or transferring it 
to other tasks or areas of application. In a way, such short-stopping resembles the 
infamous ‘last mile problem’: the creative origination process itself works more or less 
smoothly except for the crucial last stage where research remains undocumented, 
originations uncodified, and solutions undeveloped for wider deployment.

Realising innovation opportunities

Sense-making of creative research engagement and the labour of pursuing innovation 
opportunities normally take place at the level of the individual creative and their 
immediate community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). Green, Miles, and Rutter 
(2007) noted that ‘New ways of doing things are typically the product of practitioners, 
rather than the result of innovation activities or R&D work’ (cited in Miles and Green 
2008, 16). Although participants in this study were generally aware of the innovations 
that resulted from on-the-job explorations, the actual situation for creative practitioners 
might be somewhat more complex. Individual approaches to creative work – together 
with the ability to innovate – tend to be embedded in the specific structures and 
practices of the respective employer, agency or studio, and the team of which the 
creative is a part. These structures and conventions, which can differ vastly across 
different creative entities, circumscribe the overall space in which innovation work is 
or is not conceivable. Limited innovation capacity is also aggravated when job roles 
are exclusive of dedicated research responsibilities, i.e. where creative employment is 
confined to the production side of an assignment. A 2016 study by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers revealed that the vast majority of New Zealand’s creative 
employment was located in the production phases of creative work. PwC mapped 
creative job roles to the design double diamond (Figure 11), which is a popular 
shorthand model for outlining the complex and iterative creative process, originally 
developed by the Design Council UK in 2005. PwC (2017) observed that 94% of cre-
ative employment was concentrated in the second diamond, i.e. the Develop and 
Deliver parts of the creative process. The Develop stage alone accounted for two-thirds 
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of all creative jobs, while employment in the Discovery bracket was lowest at a minus-
cule 2% (Figure 12).

The PwC findings illustrate the risk of curtailing innovation potential when the 
initial discovery phase in creative work is either truncated (as it often occurs for 
budgetary reasons) or creatives are removed from the larger problem-defining research 
by allocating this stage to an external team – or, worse, accepting a narrow list of 
‘insights’ from the client as the basis for the creative solution. Travis (2017) recognised 
that indeed there are two different kinds of research integral to the creative process: 
1) discovery research that explores the big picture of the actual design problem and 
2) iteration research that aims at optimising a focused solution. He advised that it is 
the initial discovery research that may lead to truly transformative solutions. In con-
trast, the ideation-oriented research of the Develop stage means iterating towards the 
best possible realisation of a creative plan that is already set in stone and is thus 
curbed in its potential for stunningly ingenious outcomes. While opportunities for 
innovation are arguably highest in the discovery phase, which genuinely explores the 
research problem in necessary depth, it is exactly this activity that tends to be under-
appreciated and under-resourced in creative work.

Adding to these limitations for attaining groundbreakingly new outcomes, creatives 
themselves hired into the Develop and Deliver stages of design do not necessarily 
concentrate on research for innovation, especially if exploration is not a part of their 
job description and cannot be budgeted for easily. Whatever research-to-innovation 
is ultimately achieved by development-focused creatives likely aims at getting the 
job done rather than making good on the original ideas that go into optimising 
processes and techniques. It was perhaps unsurprising to find that production-focused 
creatives in this study would regard time and effort for research – even if it was 
focused purely on ideation or optimising technical production – as a creative liability. 
Some creatives felt they should not disclose to clients or colleagues their need for 
research, as this could be seen as a professional ineptitude.

The fracturing of the full creative process, e.g. the breaking of the double diamond 
into two parts, i.e. into a distinct problem domain and a separate solution domain 
each managed by a different team, risks isolating and curtailing potentially great 

Figure 12. T he four double-diamond stages of the creative process. Source: adapted from Design 
Council UK (2005); creative employment percentages taken from PwC (2017).
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ideas. Lock (2014) remarked that ‘siloed ideas are not usually realised’ (8). Data trian-
gulating between the designated job roles of the participants in this study with their 
actual research activities suggested that the narrower a creative role was the less 
value was attributed to research. Professionals in creative production roles more 
commonly considered research an unofficial activity that best was kept secret than 
creative lead positions did.

Insulation of creatives within their perceived or described job roles might be one 
of the significant restraints for recognising and realising ingenuity that potentially 
could turn into commercial innovations. As the Global Innovation Index (WIPO. 2021) 
has lucidly illustrated, a lack of disseminating (i.e. sharing) knowledge is the single 
largest inhibitor of innovation, far ahead of creating knowledge, the latter occurring 
in creative work quite habitually. It appears that the actual limitations to raising 
innovation outcomes do not result from an absence of bright new ideas but from a 
failure of nurturing these ideas, developing them beyond immediate use, connecting 
with opportunities outside their own discipline, and drawing on business practices 
that assist the managerial aspects of translating ideas into deployable IP. Utilising Sir 
Callaghan’s (2009) euphuism, seeds are aplenty but nothing can grow if they are 
not tended.

Building a resilient innovation ecosystem

The actual innovation dynamic at the intersection of research and creative work, albeit 
practised every day in creative studios, is little understood in disciplined scholarship. 
Argyris and Schön (1974) encapsulated that ‘Integrated thought with action effectively 
has plagued philosophers, frustrated social scientists, and eluded professional practi-
tioners for years. It is one of the prevalent and least understood problems of our 
age’ (3). Indeed, today’s commercially-facing creative practice has not significantly 
departed from its historic roots in the fine arts. Thus, contemporary training of creative 
professionals has remained embedded in the epistemologies of autonomous creativity, 
the inspired artist and the traditions of art practice, resulting in a creative community 
of practice that is insular and protectionist of ideas rather than collaborative. The 
legacy of the self-reliant artist continues to guide creatives’ work ethics in an industry 
that is global, public and charged with the momentous task of converting 
resource-eroding industries around the world into sustainable innovation economies. 
This ambitious work cannot be carried out by creative labour alone. What is required 
is championing innovation ecosystems that form around the gentle whispers of bud-
ding ideas wherever they might occur, whether in R&D labs, in individual art practice, 
or on the shopfloor of the creative enterprise. Review work towards this study sug-
gested that there are sore gaps between the current government frameworks, the 
unique realities of creative work, and the artistic ethos of creatives themselves. All 
too often, too many questions and challenges are left to creative professionals who 
struggle to meet deadlines and budgets in a vocation that profoundly resists quan-
tification and classification. In contrast to regimented economic innovation models 
of the R&D-to-innovation type, genuine innovation spaces are more likely to open 
when and where government initiatives, the creative economy system, and actual 
creative work realities overlap and integrate (Figure 13).
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New Zealand’s innovation ecosystem can only be effective if it truly aligns legislative 
support with the vastly distinctive characteristics of creative value production. Perhaps 
that very same untamed, free-flowing creative thinking that is in action every day on 
the creative shopfloor might aid a softening of some of the cardinal barriers to con-
verting New Zealand’s unique creative potential into sustained innovation capital. What 
if, for instance, freelance and SME creatives were rewarded for transforming complicated 
technology into practical solutions? What if there was a Crown Research Institute for 
creative innovations, as there are for science fields? What if there was a performance-based 
research fund for creative enterprises similar to those found in universities? And what 
if creative education providers paid much greater attention to delivering 
innovation-oriented research skills? A new generation of research-savvy creative grad-
uates might just look differently at their hitherto thankless research efforts. They might 
ask some of the hard questions about their worth as innovators in the industry and 
their contribution to the advancement of the nation. Working upwards from the daily 
realities as creative innovation engines to assisting industry bodies and lawmakers 
with job-tested expertise, research-savvy creatives might eventually resolve the last 
mile problem of turning their innate creative research towards capitalizable IP.

Notes

	 1.	 The creative and cultural industries, and design activities in design disciplines and mar-
ket verticals that contribute to the creative economy, are not uniquely classified industry 
groups in the ANZSIC coding system that is used by New Zealand Statistics. The eco-
nomic value of the creative segment is calculated based on various aggregate models 
accounting for the sum of creative economic activities.

	 2.	 Notwithstanding a comparably average contribution to GDP, agricultural goods are still 
New Zealand’s largest exporter. The export contribution of the primary industries, led by 
agricultural products, accounted for 79.4% in 2019 (Hutching 2019).

Figure 13.  Building New Zealand’s innovation ecosystem: creating space for innovation. Source: the 
authors.
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	 3.	 The New Zealand Screen Production Grant (NZSPG) and the Post, Digital and Visual Effects 
Grant (PVD) have evolved from the Large Budget Screen Production Grant, which was 
established in 2003 to grow the screen sector in New Zealand (MBIE. 2019c).

	 4.	 Other international productions that to date have received the additional 5% Uplift on 
top of the 20% grant are  Power Rangers Dino Charge,  Pete’s Dragon,  Ghost in the Shell,  The 
Meg  and  Mortal Engines (Nash 2021).

	 5.	 The Global Innovation Index 2020 featured 131 economies and the Global Innovation 
Index 2021 involved 132 nations.

	 6.	 89% of labour on international screen productions in 2017 was staffed by New Zealanders 
(McWha et  al. 2018).

	 7.	 Over 60% of the production budget went towards other support sectors including hos-
pitality and catering, construction, transport, beauty and professional services (Nash 2021).

	 8.	 New Zealand’s overall film tourism was up by 46% in 2016 with a locational increase of 213% 
in the Matamata-Waikato, area where the Hobbiton is located (NZIER 2017). Before Covid-19, 
19% of tourists cited The Hobbit as a motivation for visiting New Zealand (Nash 2021).
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