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Key elements of networking in
life sciences: collective creative
thinking and team work

In 2006, Cedars-Sinai Medical Center (CSMC) with eleven
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) universities and academ-
ic organizations from six countries (Croatia, Czech Repub-
lic, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, and Ukraine) formed the
Regional Cooperation for Health, Science and Technology
Consortium.In 2012, CSMC converted the Consortium into
the Association for Regional Cooperation in the Fields of
Health, Science and Technology (RECOOP HST). Members
of the Association are from nine countries (Croatia, Czech
Republic, Denmark, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovak Re-
public, Ukraine, and USA). The challenge of the construc-
tion of the Association was the integration of individual
research goals into team research strategies. Building col-
laborative research work demands comprehensive knowl-
edge of the economic and cultural environment, even the
actual political climate, and foremost the funding mecha-
nism that the participating organizations are challenging
and utilizing. Also it is very important to have resources for
face-to-face and networking meetings, annual scientific
review conferences, and project management. Cedars-Si-
nai Medical Center provided such a support for RECOOP
HST Association and that was the key to success (1).

Building a large-scale research collaboration takes time
and it does not depend only on financial support but more
on common research interests, well established commu-
nication among the scientists, open discussions initiated
by the team leaders, and on research managers who have
experience in laboratory and clinical research. The network
managers must have comprehensive but not necessarily
deep knowledge of the research fields where the team
works and collaborations are taking place. They should
have excellent managerial and good communication skills
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to assist the participating researchers in the realization of
their research goals in network research. The bottom line is
that the manager can convince the researchers in the net-
work to mobilize the individual partner’s knowledge and
resources for the team research they agreed on. The co-
ordination of the research plan accepted by the network
needs easy-to-manage logistics from animal housing, ex-
perimental set up, sample and laboratory supply transfer,
and exchange of young scientists, PhD students, and post
docs (2).

Collectively funding research was started in the 20th cen-
tury by National Agencies (National Institutes of Health)
and International Organizations (European Union via Euro-
pean Commission). The research funding in the 21th cen-
tury depends on the national and global economic and re-
search institutions, and private research foundations. One
of them is the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) assembling the world's 34 larg-
est market-oriented economies. OECD continuously ana-
lyzes the research funding opportunities and has recently
reported that the resources for research are not growing
with the same dynamic in the US and in the EU as in the
BRIICS (Brazil, Russia, India, Indonesia, China, and South Af-
rica), and overall worldwide trend is lower than predicted
ten years ago. The annual growth in research and develop-
ment (R&D) spending across the 34 OECD countries in the
four-year period of 2008-12 was 1.6%, which is half the rate
of 2001-08.

The United States has long been the frontrunner and

still is at the forefront of cutting-edge science, tech-
nology, and innovation. OECD report noted that the
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US lead is narrowing regardless of its topnotch universities
and global technology corporations. In the meantime Chi-
na’s R&D spending from 2008 to 2012 doubled. European
countries are diverging in R&D since some of them moved
closer to their R&D/GDP targets (Denmark and Germany),
while the CEE Countries, Greece, Portugal, and Spain fall
further behind. The other important trend is that in most
European countries only 10% to 20% of business R&D is
funded with public money, using diverse investment in-
struments. Therefore it is predictable that higher number
of researchers will turn to EU funds to maintain their com-
petitiveness (3).

In the US from the beginning of public research funding, a
bottom up model was established, funded by government
agencies and favoring researcher-originated projects over
thematically defined grants to promote technological and
scientific innovation. In 2005 Nature investigated the fund-
ing process in the USA and concluded that those who in-
fluenced the funding process at one of the agencies, the
National Institutes of Health, are not among those who
publish the most valuable scientific literature (4,5).

In the European Union, the common practice is the top
down model. This model, based on political decisions by
the European Parliament, defines the priorities, which are
executed by the European Commission (EC) via research
programs called Framework Programmes and the lat-
est HORIZON2020. Through successive enlargement, the
Union has grown from the six founding states or the “inner
six” to the current 28 members (6). In the selection of the
funded research projects, EC tries to keep some geopoliti-
cal balance with requirements like the creation of research
consortium for multinational teams. The major problem
with this type of networking is that it is not created based
on the demand of the participating researchers to share
knowledge and resources to achieve their research goals.
On the contrary, it is forced by the contract signed by the
consortium that was created to receive the research grant.

Despite of this Pan-European approach, the CEE disadvan-
tage is still strong. Researchers from CEE have little chance
of getting a European Research Council (ERC) grant, since
ERC funds mainly go to the 15 EU member states (EU 15)
that became members before the 2004 enlargement. In
2013 about three out of four ERC starting grants for young
scientists (222 out of 300) went to researchers hosted by
institutions in the UK, Germany, France, and the Neth-
erlands (7). We are witnessing the same in life scienc-

es and health research. This is because in health
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research, according to the EC's own report, most of the
funds currently go to EU 15. The EU 15 received 34 times
more health research funding under the FP7 than the
newest 13 member states. This difference could not be
accounted for by the differences in population size, GDP,
or contributions to the budget. In fact, those 13 member
states received less money from the FP7 than the rest of
the world received from EU (8).

Funding is necessary but the most important element of
the research networking is based on creative thinking.
Moreover, we have to overcome the reality that most sci-
entists are self-directed and they desire to make discover-
ies independently. Creating trust within the network and
making the participants believe that the success will be
theirs is very important. Personal meetings can build trust
and make communication easier and smoother. Therefore,
it is an imperative to develop best practices for managing
intellect in order to build and sustain a competitive team-
work. In the research network building, the most vital tasks
are to change the dynamic of the participating organiza-
tions, boost creativity, and enable research organizations
to inspire and engage their scientists in team work. In this
way, it is possible to integrate individual disciplinary mod-
els into multidisciplinary groups. Network managers are
key drivers in the process of the collaborative works. Man-
agers have to encourage teams to use interdependent ef-
forts in moving the project from the developmental stage
to the successful research projects (9).

Systematic understanding of how to consistently gener-
ate successful inter- and transdisciplinary research teams
is a difficult task. The central element of the collaborative
research is the development of shared vision. The engage-
ment with laboratories, and bringing those laboratories
into a network can be done with transformative learning
of teamwork and by understanding the priorities of their
scientific field. The integration and synthesis of knowledge
and research knowhow of the participating organizations
across disciplines can lead to new conceptualizations of
research goals and multidisciplinary science in research
networks. This is a challenging issue since the members of
the research network have to leave the comfort zone of
‘chamber science,” but on the other hand it will enable
their innovative thinking, which leads to a new vision of re-
search, and can only be achieved through collaborations.
For cross-disciplinary collaboration the individual research
plans must be tuned and restructured to mesh with other
individual research plans. The modifications should be dis-
cussed extensively during project meetings and slowly the
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collective thinking may emerge. It is very important to en-
sure that everyone knows how their contribution fits into
the team vision, and understands the tasks being carried
out in the network project. Also, the participating scien-
tists have to understand that each member depends on
the group, and building trust within the group is the key to
success. At the same time, it is necessary to empower team
members to be creative and autonomous (10).

Strategy implementation is the most valuable managerial
skill, which requires steady and persistent work with the
individual scientists and laboratories. The successful strat-
egy establishes trust, provides support to sustain members’
competitive advantages, demonstrates that they could
optimize their core competencies with the collaborative
work, and strengthens their organizational capability. Sci-
entists at all levels must be involved in the implementation
process of the research network’s strategies. During this
evolution of research networks, managers and network
leaders must motivate other researchers to become lead-
ers in their respective specialized research area to ensure
that the networks will have continuity with the new gen-
eration of network leaders and managers (11).
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