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Executive Summary

Cultivating the ground for research excellence

Research excellence is key to our brighter future. No matter what research areas we concern about,
experience tells us that it is rooted in an autonomous environment where dynamic interactions within
and among diverse communities take place. Thus, in the context of a wider innovation ecosystem,
we publish this report as our first practical examination of the current environment specifically for
universities and public research institutions in Japan, proposing central issues that we need to address
to strengthen their research capacity and the resulting performance. Some of our discussions are
an extension of a chapter in our earlier 2018 publication, entitled “Beyond Disciplines,” in which we
touched upon why and how we should revitalize national research infrastructure platforms.

Implicitly referring to background data and statistics, we attempt to identify factors correlated to
research capacity and unveil the leverage points through which to intervene in the system. We
conceptualize research capacity as a combination of capacity to execute and capacity to translate.
When we talk about a primary research achievement in retrospect, research capacity is the whole
sum of what has generated that achievement. Further analysis urges us to define the resources
required for research from two perspectives: the resource elements (human, material, financial, and
intellectual resources) and the resource types (resource flow and resource stock). Then we challenge
a current view that is biased towards the flow side and recommend rebalancing the view by better
recognizing the stock side of resources, thereby ensuring both efficiency and effectiveness of research
management that increases quantity and enhances quality of output.

The suggested framework paves the way for meaningful action. It helps us to identify where to
improve in a given system, just like it does in this report in benchmarking how research is conducted
in nanotechnology and biomedical sciences, and extrapolating the findings to research in general. We
do not provide ready-to-act scenarios or a prescription; we provide a panoramic view, and then some
universal caveats and pitfalls to be avoided as an urgent warning against unhealthy competition that
prevents global optimization. Seeing research methodology itself drastically change, we also need
strategic coherence to transform both the micro and macro research environments. Neither we nor
anyone else can envision a future laboratory or an optimal set of regulations with perfect accuracy,
but here again, we emphasize the importance of identifying and sharing central issues as the very first
step for every stakeholder in every sector to work on.

This report is wrapped up by a brief consideration of culture, which affects and is affected by the
way we carry out our research. While we admit that research activity tends to be evaluated by
its own progress, we doubt that it means everything about research. Rather, we should revisit the
fundamentals represented by the resources and how we manage them, which eventually leads
to authenticity that underlies every activity. Not until we cultivate the ground will we accelerate
translation beyond disciplines, strengthen research capacity, and eventually, spur the evolution of
culture.
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