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A D V O C A C Y

Supporting future scientific 
research in a post-Covid world

T his article explores the  
changes that we have seen 
over the last few months in 
the Research and 
Development world both, in 

part, due to COVID-19, as well as the 
continued evolution of how science is 
carried out; in the academic arena, the 
wider science park communities and 
corporate industry. It also suggests 
some key actions necessary to continue 
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to deliver a strong development 
pipeline and enable a more effective 
scientific discovery environment. 
 Firstly, I think it is necessary to 
describe a couple of key ideas that 
underpin successful R&D scientific 
outcomes that are backed up by cited 
research papers themselves and not just 

some opinions contained in widely-
circulated industry journals. 
 The first of these is the definition of 
‘Innovation’, the word that is at the 
core of research and development 
endeavours. Innovation is the sum of 
‘ideas’ generated by creative or 
divergent thinking and 



G E T Y O U R D I G I TA L  C O P Y AT:  W W W. B R E A K T H R O U G H D I G I TA L .C O.U K   A U T U M N 2 0 2 0  |   U K S PA B R E A K T H R O U G H  |   19

‘implementation effectiveness’ 
developed through closed or convergent 
thinking. You need both and the more 
ideas generated and the better one is at 
selecting and implementing them, the 
more innovative the organisation will be.  
 The second seems self-evident and it 
is that teams made up of a variety of 
skillsets, knowledge and views (and that 
communicate more frequently) will be 
more successful than teams that don’t. 
The extent of this frequency and 
diversity of communication is easy to 
measure using social networking 
analysis. SNA methodology and the 
software that we use allows us to 
benchmark organisations with three 
simple KPIs, but also to graphically show 
the extent to which a group may be 
siloed and how weak the communication 
patterns are both for the individuals 
within the organisation and between the 
various departments. 
 An example of the ‘anonymised’ 
output is shown in the image above. 
 R&D organisations have 
implemented various laboratory and 
office workplace measures to respond to 
the safety concerns associated with this 
deadly global pandemic to increase the 
universal measures of ‘social distancing’, 
hand sanitisation, face masks etc. 
 Some of these include; only allowing 
‘essential’ staff back to their workplace, 
dividing the workforce into two or three 
shifts, pairing scientists together (with 
one doing the experiment in the 
laboratory and the other doing the data 

Some measures we’re seeing 
that help to mitigate against the 
above include: 
 
• Buddying up staff with a weekly direct 
   chat with others in their organisation  
   (or an individual in an external partner  
   university/company) and setting up  
   internal teaming to mentor individuals  
   to force safe, diverse communication 
 
• Using start-up incubator and graduate 
   companies teamed with the local  
   ecosystem to energise the existing teams
 
• Using an effective resource    
   management system combined with  
   real-time occupancy and equipment  
   utilisation monitoring to optimise the  
   workload execution 
 
• Implementing effective equipment 
   maintenance programs and supply  
   chain management to increase the  
   resilience of the operation. This  
   includes the use of VR to minimise the  
   number of people required on site 
 
• The use of logistics automation to 
   increase ‘walk-away’ time from  
   experiments to safely extend the  
   working day 
 
• The upgrading of R&D workplaces to 
   provide more future adaptability,  
   attract key local talent to a vibrant  
   community and add to the asset value  
   of the infrastructure 
 
• Finally, as we witness commuting by 
   public transport in decline, the  
   creation of stronger science park  
   branding and identity to form stronger  
   places within the local community 
 
With some organisations currently 
seeing only a 10% return of workforce 
into office space and less that 60% 
returning to the laboratories, it’s clear 
that decisive steps need to be taken to 
ensure a healthy science park sector. ■
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analysis from home, then swapping over 
week by week), or using laboratory 
activity based working (ABW) to increase 
the sharing of assets where a lab 
previously allocated to 20 staff is now 
mapped to 100, but with only 20 people 
allowed in at any one time. The short-
term effect on productivity, measured by 
quantifying the number of experiments 
executed or the amount of consumables, 
reagents and chemicals used, has 
generally held up, but organisations are 
becoming increasing concerned that the 
lack of ‘spontaneous collaboration’, or 
tacit knowledge exchange, resulting from 
this distributed working will seriously 
impact their product pipeline 3 -5 years 
from now. 
 Some of the challenges highlighted 
also speak to how the physical space is 
designed, where assets are located and 
where clients are looking to create 
‘collaboration zones’ or ‘interaction 
hubs’. Careful consideration needs to be 
taken into account for how the areas 
attract talent, naturally support 
collaboration through the flow of science 
within the space and ultimately, how 
easy is it to focus on science rather than 
the non-value-add activities that become 
burdensome to scientists on a daily basis. 
 Another impact of the global 
pandemic that R&D companies have 
witnessed is the vulnerability of their 
supply chain. As the virus continued to 
spread around the world, so the supplies 
of some consumables and reagents 
became more difficult to procure. 


