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History of the Research Triangle Park
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What do you see in this 
picture?
o New South
o Suburban
o Post-manufacturing

Further reading: (Sayf Cummings, 2020)

(Liyun Photography, n.d.)
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 https://www.gettyimages.com/landing/pa-preview/expanded/14299. Several prominent business leaders, politicians, and scientists made the Research Triangle Park possible. Though the economy was in the process of transitioning from pure agriculture and textiles to heavier forms of industry, these former industries still dominated and kept wages relatively low. This in turn led to significant population loss  in the early 1950s (Sayf Cummings 2020, 10-11). Though Luther Hodges played a key role in lending publicity to the RTP project (Larrabee 1991,61), world-renowned statisticians like North Carolina State University's Gertrude Cox were its true founders, cementing its reputation despite heavy competition from then-emerging research hubs in the bigger and more well-connected San Francisco and Boston areas (Larrabee 1991, 2-3, 58).RTI's first research report, a Raleigh resident survey on public education views (Larrabee 1991, 31) suggested RTI would balance local contributions and international ambitions.



RTI Presidents George Herbert and Thomas Wooten 
(1959–1998): RTI for and by the Triangle
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Duke 
University

University of 
North 

Carolina 
(UNC) at  

Chapel Hill

Research 
Triangle 
Institute

State College 
(North 

Carolina State 
University)

o Stem brain drain
o Research hub
o Regional and national scope
o Innovative governance 

model

What is the value and limitation 
of this model?
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The shared sense of underdog status and unity of scientific purpose would sublimate long-standing adverse competition between the universities to the point that the bi-laws of RTI mandated the institute's assets be returned to the universities should it dissolve (Larrabee 1991, 19, 60). Duke University's dean and chemist Paul Gross even conditioned his support for the Research Triangle Park on the creation of the Institute (Link 1995, 45; Larrabee 1991, 60-61).Policy Memorandum 2 (April 13, 1959) encouraged participation in university programs, faculty and graduate participation in RTI.During this time period, State College changed to North Carolina State University and UNC-Chapel Hill began to head up a full university system. University partnerships at this point were critical for winning environmental, statistical, and health-related grants. RTI employees often took classes at the founding universities and RTI hosted one of UNC’s laboratories (Larrabee 1991, 10-11).



RTI President Victoria Haynes (2000–2012): 
Growing Up and Away?
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NC 
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o Internationally focused, 
reflected in 2001 name change

o Functionally independent 
(Vollmer, 2002)

o Greater autonomy/stability
o Health Solutions and 

International Development 
Groups

o Revenues grew from 
o $200M - $750M

(Sherman, 2000)
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University collaborations were not enough to sustain RTI’s research, so the organization increasingly relied on international funding. The organization changed its name to RTI International and took a breakthrough (and controversial) contract to facilitate governance structures in post-2003 Iraq, after smaller ones in Eastern Europe. RTI International opened several international offices in Africa and Latin America. USAID projects, often short term, also shifted regional focus, proving less useful for the growth of lasting regional partnerships than the generation of revenue to be used for other strategic purposes. 



Wayne Holden (2012–Present): 
Growing and Returning to RTI's Roots
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• Transactional
• Operational 
• Strategic

• Transactional
• Operational
• Strategic

• Transactional
• Operational
• Strategic

• Transactional
• Operational
• Strategic

Higher 
Education Government 

NonprofitIndustry

(Wayne Holden, n.d.)

Grew scientific 
publications to 

1000+/year and 
revenue close to $1B

Invested in 
University 

collaborations
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RTI’s higher education mission expanded locally and nationally to include partnerships such as North Carolina Central University, North Carolina Agricultural and Technology State University, Rush University in Chicago. RTI participates in the Government-University-Industry Research Roundtable and the University Industry Demonstration Partnership.   The latter emphasizes the importance of opening up the private sector to undergraduate and graduate talent through internships and pipelines, using government money to fund public-private partnerships, retooling university curriculum to meet industry needs (especially diversity needs through expanding online education), and universities providing generous leave policies for start-up companies and an openness to engaging community stakeholders (e.g. through non-profit work). At the same time, RTI must be careful not to over-invest in stagnant “transactional” relationships and must use these to build up operational, and ultimately, strategic relationships. The “cluster” model, focusing on creating business ecosystems through constructive competition is now the future of the knowledge –nationally and internationally- positioning RTI to serve as a nexus for an ever-developing and ever-internationalizing Triangle region. Collaboration with Institute for Emerging Issues, which has partnered with RTI on expanding innovation and measuring household self-sufficiency in North Carolina, serves as one example of achieving regional integration. NC State’s Centennial Campus has served as an example of research park innovation worldwide, as RTI laid out in a  2016 workshop for a delegation visiting from Gandhinagar, India. The Go Global NC dashboard has also served as an area of collaboration between Elon University and RTI to highlight international initiatives. Source for ROI terms “transactional, operational, strategic”: Term Source: Science | Business Innovation Board AISBL’s Making Industry-University Partnerships Work: Lessons from Successful Collaboration (2012). AISBL is a not-for-profit scientific association formed to improve the climate for innovation in Europe.
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Thank you
Contact: Travis Knoll | internships@rti.org
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