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* PROMENADE -

K. Lance Kelly is an American research scientist with a background in Chemistry

Working in Japan is a great opportunity for many
international researchers. We come from nearly every
country on earth to take advantage of the excellent facili-
ties and resources available here. Personally, I have
greatly enjoyed my years in Tokyo, and I have benefited
both culturally and professionally. This is especially true
for the past year that I have spent here at IIS.

However, during my time in Japan, one problem I
had to face and overcome was an initial drop in the speed
and effectiveness of my research. Because my research
is mostly computer-based, I don’t think reasons for the
drop were language or cultural challenges. I believe the
most important reason is the difference in research
styles between Japan and my
home country. Of course, differ-
ences are unavoidable when com-
paring work styles of two coun-
tries, and it is natural. However it
might be help speed new re-
searchers arriving in Japan to read
about some of the differences
instead of taking extra time to
discover each on their own.
(Please clip this article to show to
new arrivals!) Also, I hope it could
also be interesting to Japanese
readers, to see things from an
international perspective.

The first difference to dis-
cuss is scheduling. In my country,
scheduled events are much less formal. Even for
regularly scheduled meetings and seminars, last-minute
changes often happen such that reminder emails are
commonly sent one day previous. Here in Japan, people
are extremely busy and make plans weeks in advance.
Last-minute changes are infrequent, such that reminder
emails are not as common. A personal calendar is
essential.. and could possibly also serve as a desk pillow!
I remember being surprised the first time I saw someone
with their forehead on the desk, sleeping. No doubt that
person was in lab because of a schedule, whereas in my
country we might suddenly go home or take a coffee
break if we are sleepy. Attendance at meetings also tends
to be more formal here in Japan, which can result in
required attendance at meetings that some attendees
neither benefit from nor are able to make any helpful
suggestions. This often seems strange to international
researchers.

Another difference could be classified “Infrastruc-
ture.” It is a case where I think my country could
improve, however, it still took time for me to learn about
it. There is much less staff at IIS for building cleaning &
lab preparation than my previous institutions. I was a bit

shocked the first time I took trash and cleaned the floor
of my work space, but eventually I realized the cost-sav-
ings and potential lab safety benefits of doing so. Warm
biz/Cool biz and non-conditioned hallways also takes
some time to become accustomed to, but again they have
obvious ecological benefits. In addition, one quickly
learns not to forget their handkerchief before going to
the restroom (although one might argue that the ecologi-
cal impact of disposable recycled paper towels could be
negated by the added safety of minimizing the spread of
toxic chemicals from lab areas).

The last difference is the most important to me:
invited lectures and a difference in openness, sharing,
and collaboration. A mainstay of scientific research at my
former universities in the US were
weekly departmental seminars.
These were open, hour-long lec-
tures usually given by professors
and scientists from other universi-
ties and national laboratories
about their research. To inform as
many as possible, the lectures are
advertised and promoted not only
to the department, but to the
entire campus. A few days before
the lecture, the organizers hang
photocopied posters, send group
emails, and use centralized calen-
dars such as the campus newspa-
per or building video announce-
ment system. When the speaker is
skilled, the seminar is designed to both introduce a topic
and also go into detail, to benefit the largest proportion
of the audience as possible.

These seminars stimulate and speed research,
because they are frequently where new ideas spark and
new collaborations can start, and they are easier to access
and digest than conferences. In Japan, the customary
system is more group-based such that ideas don’t often
leave the group before publication. This has strengths,
and it is reasonable that Japanese researchers might not
benefit from weekly or bimonthly seminars. However, for
visiting researchers from foreign countries, such lec-
tures can be critically beneficial. It is easy for us to feel
isolated and alone, therefore I would be delighted to see
support for more frequent open, invited lectures at IIS.

In conclusion, although there are differences
research styles between different countries, they are
easier to overcome after they are recognized and identi-
fied. I very much enjoy my work and environment at IIS,
and I welcome discussion from anyone else with ideas
about how to make things even better.

(W - WERIM L SR EBIE
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