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There are about 60 known academic biobanks in 
Japan (as listed by AMED, Japan's funding 
agency, on its website). It is thought that the 
samples and information stored in these biobanks 
has not been utilized as much as expected. This 
leads to issues such as the quantity of research 
results in relation to the cost invested in building 
and maintaining these biobanks, accountability to 
research participants and the public, and 
sustainability of biobanks. Therefore, there is a 
need for initiatives to promote the use of biobanks.

1. Questionnaire Survey
The aim of this study was to clarify why the use of 
biobanks has not progressed and to identify specific 
approaches that should be taken to promote its use.

2. Biobank Network and Cross-Search Service
The aim of this study was to determine the policy for 
improvement of the network and cross-search of 
major biobanks in Japan, which has been in 
operation since 2019.

1. Questionnaire Survey
• We conducted a small-scale questionnaire 

survey in March 2021 for those who use 
biological samples in their research and 
development in order to identify challenges in 
biobank utilization.

• It was focused on researchers who have used 
biobanks and human biological materials in the 
past.

2. Biobank Network and Cross-Search Service
• We established a biobank network of 12 major 

biobanks in 20191-6, and started a cross-search 
service of 859,130 samples and 203,900 data 
from 424,480 donors.

• As publicity activities, we have been promoting 
biobanks and the cross-search service through 
seminars, exhibition booths at academic 
conferences and exhibitions, and search-linked 
advertisements.

We have been developing a network of major biobanks in 
Japan and the cross-search service based on this network 
since 2018. We are now conducting research to find 
concrete actions that should be taken to promote the 
utilization of biobanks. 

What the results of the survey in 2020 revealed was the 
importance of public relations strategies. While researchers 
had needed the cross-search service, few were aware that 
such a service actually existed. In addition, the fact that the 
procedures differ from one biobank to another was found to 
be a major barrier to its use.

We have designed a specimen acquisition flow using the 
biobank cross-search and are currently developing an 
additional system that will improve the convenience of users 
by allowing them to use multiple biobanks in a commonized
flow.

We now plan to examine whether these efforts have actually 
led to the promotion of utilization of biobanks.
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Biobank Cross-Search Service

Launched at 2019-10

Biobank Network in Japan

1. Questionnaire Survey

Of the 44 valid responses, 36 belonged to the 
private sector, such as pharmaceutical companies. 
The answers to the question of how to make more 
use of biobanks (Table 1) suggest that there is a 
high need for a cross-search service and the ability 
to use multiple biobanks with a common procedure.

On the other hand, as for what they knew about 
biobanks (Fig 1), only 30% of the respondents knew 
that a biobank cross-search service is currently 
available in Japan (*), while about 80% of the 
respondents knew that academic biobanks require 
ethical review (†) and that some biobanks provide 
samples and information to private companies (‡).

2. Biobank Network and Cross-Search Service

About 700 users in academia and industry have 
registered for the biobank cross-search service.

We are currently developing a web system for users  
to apply for use of 12 biobanks with a common 
procedure, and establishing a central IRB. Users 
search for the specimens and information on the 
biobank cross-search service, and then apply for 
use them in commonized flow through this system. 
Although the application must go through the IRB in 
all biobanks when the specimens and information 
will be from multiple biobanks, the central IRB can 
be used to obtain approval in a single review.

0% 50% 100%

Approval from the IRB is required to receive
samples from biobanks
Some biobanks provide samples to private
companies
Some biobanks provide samples with MTA
contract

Each biobank has different characteristics

A list of biobank is available on the AMED
website

Biobank cross-search service is available on
the AMED website

There are about 50 biobanks in Japan

I did not know about any of them

Part of questionnaire survey results

Fig 1. Q. Do you know the following things about biobanks?

Table 1. Q. Ideas for how to make biobanks more useful (free text)

It would be more accessible if we could easily search which biobanks have what 
samples and in what quantities.
Although there are some barriers due to laws and regulations, it would be good if there is a 
system that allows easy sharing of specimens through a biobank's web search. It would 
also be good if the biobank contact point could be centralized.
Expedite contract and IRB. Provision by MTA contract. Comprehensive search results 
through a cross-search system.
I thought it would be a good idea to have a cross-sectional search system, which would 
give us an opportunity to know what kind of samples are available in the world.
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