Enhancing the role Of Industry in IEEE

During my return trip to India last year after R10 meet I had opportunity to travel together with Dr. Jung Seo R10 director from hotel to air port at Penang. The subject of lack of and declining interest by the captains of industry in the IEEE activities came up.  This was followed by exchange of emails between two of us. He then suggested if I could make a presentation at the Adelaide Meet on the subject of enhancing their participation and role in IEEE activities. Hence this presentation. I am grateful to him for allowing me the opportunity to make this presentation.

I feel that before I proceed with my hypothesis and make suggestions to encourage more people from industry to join and actively participate in IEEE activities, I will like to reproduce VISION and MISSION of IEEE as projected in IEEE Website.

IEEE Vision and Mission.

VISION

To advance global prosperity by fostering technological innovation enhancing members’ careers and promoting community worldwide.

MISSION

The IEEE promotes the engineering process of creating, developing, integrating, sharing and applying knowledge about Electro and information technologies and sciences for the benefit of humanities and profession.

There are two distinct streams when one considers membership of IEEE particularly at corporate levels. These are from academic institutions and from industry. There are a few from research institutions. For consideration of my proposition I shall limit my discussion to only corporate members from these two basic streams. The purpose of my presentation is to suggest means, which can create more coherence, and the complimentary role they can play for each other.

In the field one cannot exist without the other. This very healthy and essential feature has been responsible for technical growth, and sustained industrial and consequent economic development of the world leading to improve standards of living and various other benefits to mankind. Work done in the academic institutions will stand aloof and shall be of no consequence unless the same is given practical shape in developing prototype models, followed by experimental ones. Even this is not enough. Further ceaseless work is essential to give it a design, which will make it suitable not only for mass production but the same, is also economical to produce.  For the intellectual property produced by academicians to make an economic sense, marketing of the end result and product is called for. For this again some leaders from industry will have to cooperate and help. One of the major functions of development of Standards and active cooperation of both the streams is called for.

It would be seen that to fulfill the Vision and Mission as enjoined by seniors and elders of IEEE the cooperation of both the streams is extremely essential.
Initially I had visualized that I will present my case quantitatively with the statistics from IEEE Head Quarters But no such statistics of distinction between academicians and industry managers is maintained. I even tried to get this statistics from Secretary R10 and Chair MDS of R10. Even India council could not provide any authentic figures. I have done the next best. As a Section Chair I had access to members’ list of Delhi Section. I have scanned it manually and armed with my personal knowledge of members and knowing the organization they work for I have worked out the ratio of members from academic institutions and industry. This ratio for Delhi Section works out to 60:40 i.e. Academicians dominating approximately by50%.  I have presumed that the same ratio shall apply globally. May be in some sections the ratio may be differing from the assumptions made by me.  By and large average may not differ widely. Despite the same the presentation may still appear as qualitative and is likely to be considered by some of you not as objective as it should be. But I will like to make it clear that the basic goal and purpose of this presentation i.e. enhancing the participation by industrial managers will not be lost sight of. Even if a few of you feel that they are already adequately represented in running IEEE affairs, the suggestion which I am likely to make will intensify their participation still further and may help entry of new members from this category. I have no intention in creating a cleavage and politicization of the subject and creation of two camps. Rather I would make suggestions that how the two distinct streams could compliment each other’s role. 

As mentioned earlier ratio of members from Academic Institutions and Industry is 60:40, while the ratio of population of Electrical and Electronic Engineers of the two categories residing in the jurisdiction allotted to Delhi section is likely to be of the order of 1:10, or even lower. This shows indifference and reluctance of engineers from industry to join IEEE. For academicians, to get credit and acceptance of their work it is essential that it is presented in suitable technical forums, conferences and workshops; and published in Journals and Transactions. It also enjoins them to be in touch with state of art technologies, needed for enhancement of their professional skills.  For them it is a matter of “Publish or Perish” Most of them become publishing Machines. A practicing engineer does not have the benefit of similar wide publicity. A practicing engineer’s work is known only to a few. Still it does not explain fully the lack of interest of practical, professional and practicing engineers to join IEEE. As a digression, I may like to point out that for running the sections efficiently, very few from academic institutions volunteer.

Let us look into some of reasons leading to this abnormal anomaly. 

All India figures of IEEE Fellows are 34. Out of these only 6 are from industry. Thus includes Mr. H L Bajaj during the current year. He had earlier been a R10 Director.

 This brings me to the election of Honorary Members. I can quote with authority about India. IEEE has only two such members. They are Prof. MGK Menon and Prof. PV Indrasen, both from academic institutions. During the last two decades India has made rapid strides in many industrial spheres particularly in Space and Information Technologies. The role of practicing engineers has been fantastic not only in helping Indian economy and in raising the standard of living of its people but also in contributing to technology in general for the benefit of entire mankind. IEEE could also have recognized the contribution of leaders in these fields by honoring them as Honorary Members. 

The prominent amongst those, which come to my mind, are: -

i) Dr. APJ Abdul Kalam. At present President of India. He was honored by govt. of India by being bestowed the title of “Bharat Ratna”, the highest honor which an Indian can get; for his contribution in the fields of Science and Technology This honor was bestowed on him years ahead of his being elected as President of India.

ii) Dr. Azim Premji  - Head of Wipro, a multinational. He has been one of the main captains of growth of IT in India and revolutionized the development of software. The offshoot of his contribution to the growth of US economy can not be ignored.

iii) Dr. A P  Mitra  An eminent Radio Physicist Fellow Of Royal Society and at present Chairman  of  an  International Body

Most engineers in India have not heard the names of two professors but are familiar with the work and contributions of the three above.

As a digression I shall like to know if Bill Gates was ever nominated as an Honorary Member. 

Basic reason for this anomaly is that the academicians manning the Selection Boards meant for approval of the nomination of Fellows and Honorary Members are in majority and enjoy more clout in the selection process. Basically they detest or rather are offended by approximations and empiricism, which form an inherent part of progress in an industrial environment. 

The extent to which rules of mathematical absurdity rules the IEEE working is significantly proved by predominant use of Alpha Theta and Gamma in the IEEE Transactions on Engineering Management Society. One hardly finds an article on successful managers who follow the basic rules of Management as enunciated in one of the best sellers, a famous book entitled “What they don’t teach you at Harvard Business School?”  By Mark H McCormack.

Volunteers in any organization look to occupy and hold important office sometime during their membership. Most important office in the Region is that of R10 Director.  As far as known to me, during the last two decades, only two have been elected from industry; one of them being the present R 10 Director, Dr. Seo.

It is clear that IEEE does not attract engineers from industry to enroll themselves as its members, but even those who enroll are not adequately represented amongst the important offices elected Fellows and Honorary Members (even much less than the ratio of their membership).

But due gradually sustained dominance of former in the day today affairs has led to sustained and gradual withdrawal of the later from IEEE activities. Industrial managers appear to acquire a feeling that IEEE is loosing its relevance to them. One can only feel their waning interest in IEEE affairs. Since I do not have a global view, I have to depend on what I have observed in India. Many of them are not reimbursing IEEE subscription to the staff on their role.  They do not say openly but intimate talk with them makes one believe that some of them feel ignored by the existing IEEE hierarchy. Man is human and ego needs to be nursed, may be only symbolically. When a member feels that his voice will not matter and not even heard he quietly quits.

I have been a Sr. Member of IEEE for over 17 years. During this period, it has been seen that leaders of industry who were earlier active or rather playing leading role as volunteers in IEEE functioning, have abdicated their responsibility. It is indeed a disappointing trend. It is happening gradually and probably not getting noticed. To my mind it may be start erosion of principles and the very foundation of IEEE. You may ask me a pointed question. ”Why I have continued to remain an IEEE member so long?” That is due to my basic personal approach to life. I have been not only a volunteer in IEEE but a few other organizations as well. I don’t think there is any one amongst you elder in age to me. That itself makes me an exception to the rule.

A cycle, I will not like to call “vicious” appears to have established. The academicians are continually influencing IEEE affairs’ management, being. It reminds me of voting rights for women even in most advanced democracies in Europe. These rights were denied to them for decades since the vote to grant such rights rested with men. It needed change in mind set at the helm. This has led many a non-IEEE member to dub IEEE a professors’ club. Many an IEEE member too holds this view. In normal parlance it should have been called Engineers’ Club. This too will mean lot of struggle to get a change of mindset of those at the helm of IEEE.

Again there is dominance of members from R01 to R06 (US) in IEEE and its various societies. This has resulted in US members in running and managing IEEE. This may mainly be due to the strength of its numbers and much easier access they have to those who are at the helm of IEEE affairs. I do not want to be parochial but in a democratic set up all voices must be heard and taken note of. Repression of silent minority is not good and healthy for any organization. Even traditionally name US commands respect and it is widely accepted that US citizen could do no wrong. The role of non-US members at times gets ignored. While US citizens expect every one else to know what they do but a few of them care to be informed about what is happening elsewhere. Very few US citizens know who is Prime Minister of their immediate neighboring country i.e. Canada. I’m certain that even in this august gathering very few would know that Alexander Graham Bell, the inventor of telephony was a Canadian national. So is Marshall McLuhan who coined the expression “ Medium is the message.” Canadian legacy gave birth to Nortel Networks who were pioneers in telecommunication has been shadowed by American names like Hewlett-Packard and Texas Instruments. The dominance is so much that even a few Canadians may not know that Bell was one of their nationals.

I can not say about any other country but I can say with confidence that normally no fellow was elected from India unless a US IEEE Fellow supported his/her candidature. You must have seen latest issue of “Institute”; announcing the names of 2005 President elect two are from US. They are IEEE Fellows while third from Turkey is only a Senior Member. From the brief CV appended with the names, at least I find that he also deserved to be a fellow. 

CONCLUSIONS

Following suggestions therefore are obvious.

i) Equitable representation of the two streams in the election process of IEEE Fellows. Selection Boards involved in the election process of fellows should have equitable representation from industry. In their June 22, 2003 meeting the IEEE Board of Directors approved changes in the Fellow nomination process designed to assure equal opportunity for election to IEEE Fellow grade of members with careers involving the application of technology. IEEE Bylaws were also amended to clarify the eligibility of application engineers and practitioners and to establish the realization of significant value to society standard for evaluating nominations. The revised norms have been made applicable for all future nominations from 2005 onwards. The long over due change has at last occurred. Only time would tell how they affect the future of premier organization.

ii) While considering candidature from Regions other than 01 to 06 representative from the. Region should be also be involved in the selection process. Only such a representation can enable more fair assessment of the candidate and his contribution to technology

iii) Equitable representation of the two streams in the Excoms of Sections and Regions 

iv) Election Process of Fellows should be made more transparent and democratic.  It should be more objective. Only those candidates whose work promotes Vision and Mission of IEEE should be elected. It is likely that members constituting the Selection Board do not know entire background of the candidate. To give fair chance to such a candidate members of the selection board should freely consult IEEE members from the section and region who are familiar with candidate’s work. This particularly applies to practicing engineers. In case of academicians due to their published work of their contribution can be easily assessed. Final discretion to give accreditation to opinions from the consulted, however resting with the Selection Board. Such a procedure needs to be institutionalized. 

I hope that IEEE recognize waning interest of Leaders from Industry in IEEE, otherwise I am afraid to point out that in the years to come It will become only a Professors’ Club.

