
Competition amongst universi-
ties to attract both students 
and faculty can often give 

rise to a perception that it comes at 
the expense of limiting the return 
on the significant investments made 
by governments on behalf of society 
as a whole. Undeniably, the fund-
ing formulas which are weighted 
heavily on the number of registered 

students do to a certain extent drive 
a numbers race in the delicate bal-
ance between financial viability and 
the preservation of academic excel-
lence. Moreover, the environment 
in which researchers from different 
universities compete for government 
research dollars and private sector 
contracts contributes to this notion 
of inter-university competition. The 
fact that stringent criteria are applied 
in assessing the quality of propos-
als put forward and the strength of 
their proponent researchers, and are 
both measured against high standards 
of research excellence is however 
a desirable feature of the granting 
process for individuals and teams 
of researchers, and must remain the 
basis for attribution of funds.

For their part, university administra-
tors have a role to play in balancing 
the above competitive forces through 
collaborative efforts between universi-
ties as a means of creating optimal con-
ditions for conducting research, thus 

maximizing public and private returns. 
In so doing, institutions can achieve 
their ultimate goals of formation of 
highly qualified personnel, the pursuit 
of knowledge and the socio-economic 
development of the country and wel-
fare of its citizenry. The establishment 
of partnerships among universities is 
especially critical in periods of eco-
nomic austerity as the demonstration 
of value for money spent becomes all 
the more important.

Hence, both governments and uni-
versity officials must make efforts 
to instigate and support new group-
ings of researchers by embracing a 
multidisciplinary approach, building 
upon the best available research tal-
ent, regardless of their organization-
al affiliation. Gone are the days of 
private academic fiefdoms and the 
belief that research excellence must 
be concentrated only in a handful of 
prestigious universities. The future 
direction of research resides in devel-
oping new partnerships, clusters and 

networks of outstanding researchers 
with complementary skillsets, dedi-
cated to addressing emerging societal 
needs as well as the upcoming chal-
lenges of the twenty-first century.

Governments at both the feder-
al and provincial levels have taken 
several measures to foster greater 
collaboration between researchers 
and promote partnerships with the 
private sector and other end-users 
of the resulting research knowledge. 
In this regard, the government of 
Quebec has been at the forefront of 
this activity through its significant 
investments in the creation of large 
research consortiums, focused on its 
key economic sectors, the upshot 
of which has been to yield major 
benefits and sustainable, long-term 
partnerships. Similarly, federal pro-
grams which require co-financing of 
research projects are also effective in 
promoting partnerships.

Without diminishing in any way 
the success the above measures 

have achieved both in this country 
and abroad, there is however one 
approach which has barely been 
exploited in Canada and could work 
to enhancing the benefits of uni-
versity and industrial research part-
nerships. It entails the creation and 
development of mixed campuses, 
combining various universities in a 
single location, along with govern-
mental and industrial research cen-
tres, all targeting the same thematic 
fields. This form of collaborative 
model drastically changes the clas-
sical university paradigm; while 
remaining administratively attached 
to their home institutions, researchers 
nevertheless share the same physical 
surroundings, enabling daily contact 
with their university and industry col-
leagues involved in similar or com-
plementary disciplines, all focused on 
common research endeavors.

The benefits of this physical 
proximity are several fold. Firstly, 
it offers the possibility of making 
available and therefore increasing 
the accessibility to large platforms 
of leading edge scientific research 
equipment. Through programs of the 
Canada Foundation for Innovation,  
Canada has invested considerable 

sums over the past several years in 
major research infrastructure and 
expects to continue to do so in coming 
years. The sharing by many research-
ers of this world-class equipment 
would constitute an important gain 
by optimizing the level of Canadian 
research and its spin off transfer to 
industry. For researchers, availing 
themselves of this caliber of equip-
ment which otherwise would be diffi-
cult to access, provides a clear advan-
tage in areas of applied research and 
the economic benefits it produces for 
the country. The recently  implement-
ed Canada First Research Excellence 
Fund program would also be enriched 
by consortiums such as these.

The second positive outcome 
would be enhanced training of stu-
dents, especially at the masters and 
doctorate levels. It would also facili-
tate the co-direction of inter-univer-
sity activities, improve the interface 
with industry and its access to high 
performance technology parks, to 
name but a few examples of how the 
model would benefit the university 
sector and its partners. The support 
of governments for such innovative 
approaches should be favored in 
coming years.
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Partnerships. They’re in our 
DNA. It was, after all, a part-
nership – a consortium of 

community and business leaders – 
that brought us from our original 
home in Toronto to Hamilton some 
85 years ago.

Indeed, it was in these early days 
that we learned the true power of 
partnerships – partnerships that are 

as much a part of our tradition as 
they are our current practice and our 
future plans. 

Working with our partners, we’ve 
capitalized on our community’s 
inherent strengths – manufactur-
ing and health – while diversifying 
our economy to build our collective 
capacity. 

The McMaster Innovation Park 
is a case in point – a brownfield 
turned innovation hub, it is now 
home to world-class facilities like 
the CANMET-Materials Technology 
Laboratory, the United Nations Uni-
versity – Institute on Water, Environ-
ment and Health, and the McMaster 
Automotive Resource Centre. Each 
of these acts as a magnet for future 
partners.

We also learned early on that 
some of the most fruitful partner-
ships are those that occur, quite 
naturally, within the boundaries of 
our own campus – when researchers 

from an array of disciplines come 
together to tackle a single issue from 
a variety of perspectives.

In fact, it may be our multi- 
disciplinary approach to research 
that defines McMaster best. 

In many cases, these cross- 
Faculty partnerships precipitated the 
creation of our 70-plus world-class 
research centres and institutes. While 
unique in their various themes – be it 
aging, infectious disease, population 
health, peace studies, big data, health-
ier environments, transportation and 
logistics, or materials research – they 
share a similar philosophy when it 
comes to solving problems: work col-
laboratively, leave no stone unturned 
and investigate the problem from 
every possible angle.

Our first place ranking in 
Research Infosource’s corporate 
sponsored research income category 
confirms that McMaster research-
ers are recognized leaders in their 

fields. The ranking is a testament 
to the many ways in which their 
discoveries are contributing to the 
nation’s economic prosperity –  
a critical function of a research 
intensive university. 

But beyond our contributions to 
building a stronger economy, we are 
committed to strengthening social 
and cultural prosperity – whether by 
engaging with local municipalities 
around policies to reduce poverty 
and improve living conditions, or 
working with developing countries 
to remediate and manage polluted 
ecosystems.

McMaster’s ability to attract 
sponsored research income has 
placed us among the top three 
research intensive universities in the 
country – a standing of which we are 
particularly proud, especially given 
our size. But we are not just research 
intensive, we are research infused: 
discovery is something we live and 

breathe. It shapes our research and 
our teaching. And our students – 
both undergraduate and graduate – 
reap the rewards.

In true McMaster style, our 
researchers have a longstanding 
tradition of turning the process of 
discovery into a pedagogical tool. 
As a result, our students are nur-
tured in a culture of curiosity and 
inquiry, and continue to think criti-
cally when they enter the workplace 
and throughout their lives. They are, 
after all, our future leaders.

Our commitment to excellence 
ensures we continue to secure 
research grants across the disciplines, 
and our partnerships enable our 
research to be translated into prac-
tice. The income measure is certainly 
significant, but beyond our income, 
the true value of our research is best 
measured by its outcomes. It’s how 
our faculty and students use their 
research to advance and serve our 
broader society that really matters – 
whether that’s through the creation of 
new knowledge, policies, products, 
technologies or services. I am proud 
that the work of our researchers is 
making a huge difference and having 

a profound impact on the lives of 
those in Canada and beyond.

The appeal and the value of part-
nerships – whether they’re with the 
private or public sector, around the 
block or around the globe – is that 
they allow us to put our knowledge 
directly into the hands of those who 
can use it best. From the way that 
we teach our students to the way 
we develop our partnerships, we are 
continually mobilizing our knowl-
edge and transferring our technolo-
gies for the benefit of society. 

And what’s best is that partner-
ships go both ways. The flow of 
information is by no means in one 
direction, rather we learn as much 
from our partners as they learn from 
us. Their insights, experience and 
challenges guide and inspire our 
research and inform the way we 
teach our students.

Together we are combining our 
human, financial, physical and 
intellectual capacity to create and 
support prosperity through research 
and innovation. Pooling our 
resources in this way truly means 
that the whole is greater than the 
sum of its parts.
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