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Securing an international research grant is often perceived as a journey that
begins with a good research idea and ends with successful funding. However,
my experience taught me that it is a continuous process of learning, reflection,
and refinement. My journey towards securing the Sumitomo Foundation
Research Grant was not achieved in a single attempt, but through three
different applications, each providing valuable lessons that shaped the final
proposal.
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For my second application, I attempted
to incorporate a more contemporary
issue by focusing on digital health.
Recognising the increasing importance
of technology in healthcare, I
developed a proposal centred   on the
development of a digital health
intervention. Although the concept was
innovative and aligned with current
healthcare trends, the proposal was
still unsuccessful. Looking back, I
realised that the proposal      focused
more on creating an intervention      
than on exploring how Malaysia could
learn from and adapt an existing
successful approach from Japan. 

“What can Malaysia learn from Japan, and how can we adapt that
knowledge to our own cultural context?”

This first experience taught me an
important lesson: having an
interesting research topic is not
enough. A successful international
grant proposal needs to
demonstrate a clear value exchange
between countries, in which   
knowledge, experiences, or practices
from one context can be
meaningfully adapted to another.

These two experiences changed
the way I approached my third
application. Instead of only
asking, “What new intervention
can I develop?”, I started asking,
“What can Malaysia learn from
Japan, and how can we adapt
that knowledge      to our own
cultural context?”

Furthermore, the absence of a
strong Japanese collaboration
may have limited the
international dimension of the
proposal.

My first attempt was driven by my
interest in understanding Japanese
cultural concepts. I proposed a study
related to Ikigai and kratom, as I was
interested in exploring how cultural
values influence health-related
behaviours. Although the topic was
meaningful, I later realised that the
proposal might not have sufficiently
demonstrated the connection
between Japan’s experiences and
how Malaysia could learn from   or
benefit from those insights. The idea
was interesting, but the alignment
with the objectives and expectations
of an international grant could have
been stronger.

Value exchange : Malaysia - JapanValue exchange : Malaysia - Japan
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“Integrating Cultural Values into Digital Health Promotions:
Adapting Japan’s Kenkou Point Project for Malaysia.”

For my third attempt, I decided to
approach the application process
differently. One of the first steps I took
was to analyse previous successful
Sumitomo Foundation projects. With
the assistance of artificial intelligence
tools such as ChatGPT, I reviewed the   
titles of past successful projects to
identify common themes and research
areas that received greater
recognition. Interestingly, many
successful projects were related to
digital themes and innovation.

This project aims to explore how
Japan’s community-based digital
health promotion approach can
be adapted to the Malaysian
context by incorporating cultural
values and local considerations.
The idea was not simply to transfer
a Japanese programme to
Malaysia, but to understand how
successful and sustainable   health
promotion strategies can be
culturally adapted to benefit our
communities.

Based on this analysis, I explored
potential digital health topics that
could be adapted to the Malaysian

context while maintaining relevance to
Japan. During this process, I also
utilised artificial intelligence tools such
as ChatGPT for   brainstorming and
idea refinement      to explore emerging
digital health trends, possible research
directions, and potential approaches
for adapting Japanese healthcare
innovations to the Malaysian setting.
After considering several ideas, I finally
developed the research concept:
“Integrating Cultural Values into
Digital Health Promotions: Adapting
Japan’s Kenkou Point Project for
Malaysia.”

At this point, I would like to express
my sincere appreciation to
Associate Professor   Dr Mohd
Shahezwan for encouraging me to
apply again. Honestly, after two
unsuccessful attempts, I was
already considering not applying
again because preparing a strong

proposal requires significant time,
effort, and commitment. His
encouragement reminded me that
every application is a valuable
learning opportunity.

DIGITAL THEMES &
INNOVATION
DIGITAL THEMES &
INNOVATION

I would also like to thank Prof. Tan
Peck-Leong from Arshad Ayub
Graduate Business School,
Universiti Teknologi MARA, for
sharing her experiences and
motivating researchers to continue
applying for grants. Her sharing
session highlighted the
importance of persistence and
resilience in the research journey.
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My appreciation also goes to Dr Farhana
Fakhira Ismail, who helped connect me with
research collaborators from Japan.
Establishing international collaboration was
one of the biggest challenges throughout
this journey, but it became one of the key
strengths of the proposal. The collaboration
not only strengthened the research
methodology but also created opportunities
for knowledge exchange between Malaysia
and Japan.

This journey taught me that success in grant
applications is not only about having a good
research idea, but also about understanding
the funding objectives, learning from past
experiences, building strong collaborations,
and having the courage to try again.

To fellow researchers, especially those who
have experienced rejection, do not consider
unsuccessful applications as failures. Each
proposal is an opportunity to improve our
ideas, strengthen our networks, and move
closer to success.

Finally, I would like to express my sincere
gratitude to everyone who has supported
me throughout this journey. Securing the
grant is only the beginning; the next
challenge is to successfully           complete
this research and generate meaningful
outcomes for Malaysia and Japan.

Together with
my research
team, Dr
Kamaliah Md
Saman, Dr
Farhana Fakhira
Ismail, and Prof.
Dr Shigeo
Yamamura, we
hope this project
will provide
valuable insights
into adapting
digital health
promotion
strategies
across different
cultural contexts.
We sincerely
seek your
continued   
support,
encouragement,
and prayers as
we embark on
this research
journey.
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Dr. Nur Wahida Zulkifli is a Senior Lecturer at the Faculty of
Pharmacy, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM). Prior to joining
academia, she served as a pharmacist with the Ministry of
Health Malaysia for approximately 12 years, where she gained
experience   in various areas of pharmacy practice, including
clinical pharmacy, clinical pharmacokinetic services, pharmacy
enforcement, and health research at the National Institutes of
Health (NIH), Malaysia.
Her academic and research interests include social pharmacy,
public health, policy, and pharmacy education. She is actively
involved in research focusing on healthcare practices, patient
experiences, healthcare innovation, and the development of
future-ready pharmacy education.
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	"Formulating natural astaxanthin into an emulsion with nanosized globules can significantly enhance dermal absorption by up to 100%."
	Overcoming Formulation Barriers
	To address these delivery challenges, our research team at the Department of Pharmaceutical Technology, Faculty of Pharmacy, UiTM Puncak Alam, developed an optimised topical delivery system. By employing lipid- and surfactant-based nanoemulsions, we successfully stabilized astaxanthin within droplets ranging from 20 to 400 nm. The integration of specific emulsifiers effectively lowers the interfacial tension of astaxanthin, thereby maximizing its surface area and enhancing percutaneous absorption without inducing dermal toxicity.

	A Decade-Long Translational Research Partnership: UiTM x MBH Cosmeceutical
	The development of the Living Jungle Astaxanthin Serum marks a significant milestone in an ongoing, 10-year collaboration between UiTM and MBH Cosmeceutical Sdn. Bhd. This partnership successfully bridges the gap between academic research and commercial manufacturing capabilities. Over the past decade, our joint efforts have focused on extensive product development and rigorous quality control (QC) protocols. By integrating UiTM’s expertise in pharmaceutical formulation with MBH’s industrial manufacturing standards, we have established a reproducible pipeline for translating laboratory prototypes into safe, clinical-grade skincare therapeutics.
	https://pharmacy.uitm.edu.my
	Supported by the Industry Matching Grant Program (IMaP) under the Ministry of Higher Education (KPT) and MBH Cosmeceutical Sdn. Bhd., this project facilitated the industrial scale-up of our nanoemulsion prototype. Subsequent 4-week biophysical evaluations yielded statistically significant outcomes. The formulated serum substantially reduced transepidermal water loss (TEWL) and increased stratum corneum hydration, indicating improved skin barrier function. Furthermore, Cutometer assessments confirmed a measurable increase in skin elasticity, validating its anti-aging efficacy.

	Socioeconomic and Industrial Impact
	The outcomes of this research extend beyond academic metrics. Clinically, it provides consumers with a safe, validated, and naturally derived intervention against photoaging, addressing the gap left by unverified synthetic products. Industrially, this project de-risks the R&D process for the local cosmetic sector, enabling the production of a high-value, scientifically backed formulation capable of competing in the global market. For UiTM, it underscores the faculty’s capacity for translational research and intellectual property generation. Ultimately, this academic-industry alignment fulfils the core objectives of the IMaP grant, contributing directly to Malaysia’s transition towards a Knowledge-Based Economy (K-Economy).

	Regulatory Approval and Commercialisation
	The final formulation has secured regulatory notification from the National Pharmaceutical Regulatory Agency (NPRA), and intellectual property protection is underway via a Utility Innovation filing. Having demonstrated sustained microbiological and physicochemical stability over a rigorous 2-year testing period, the Living Jungle Astaxanthin Serum is scheduled for commercial launch in September 2026.
	https://pharmacy.uitm.edu.my
	Dr Meor is an Associate Professor and Project Leader at the Faculty of Pharmacy, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Puncak Alam Campus. He holds a PhD in Pharmaceutical Technology, with primary research interests in drug development and delivery systems, materials science, nanotechnology, and advanced cosmetic formulations. With an extensive record of peer-reviewed publications, Dr. Meor actively translates academic research into industrial applications. He currently serves as the Principal Investigator for the Ministry of Higher Education–funded IMaP grant, focusing on the development of novel topical anti-aging formulations.
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