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About HRCI and our members

Health Research Charities Ireland (HRCI) is the national umbrella organisation of charities active in
medical and health research, together representing over 1 million Irish patients. Through support
and advocacy, we represent the joint interests of our 38 members, working to improve health and
prevent illness through research.

We facilitate access to research funding for our members through the Joint Funding Scheme, run in
partnership with the Health Research Board. We also run the Irish Health Research Forum, bringing
together key stakeholders, to improve health research in Ireland.

Together our members make a very significant investment in health research (>11 million in 2018).
In additional to providing funding, they increase the quality and quantity of research in a myriad of
ways, including through ensuring its relevance to patients, hosting research conferences, supporting
research infrastructure such as patient registries, helping to ensure patient impact from research
and communicating research developments to the public. As a sector largely dependent on
fundraising from the public, COVID-19 will have a very negative impact for research charities.

Undertaking the survey: a brief overview

In May 2020, HRCI sent the research support offices of eight Irish universities a brief survey, to help
us understand the current issues for non-COVID related health research studies and what we might
expect to see in the coming months.

All eight universities responded to the survey. In each case, one person with a good overview of the
current situation in their university completed the survey, although most consulted with colleagues
to help ensure that their responses were as accurate as possible. In order to encourage honesty and
openness from the respondents, only the aggregate results are presented here.

The results will inform our member charities about what they might expect to arise with the projects
that they are funding, in order to help them plan and to communicate with their supporters. They
may also be of interest to other stakeholders with an interest in health research. We are very
grateful to the respondents for sharing their knowledge with us.



Summary of survey findings
Not unexpectedly, the current crisis is having a very significant and negative impact on the
progress of health research (other than those projects specifically focused on COVID-19,
which have their own but different challenges). When averaged across all universities,
health research is operating at an estimated 46% capacity, relative to normal (with four of
the eight universities estimating it to be operating at approximately 30%).

The survey results clearly show that the lack of access to physical research spaces and the
inability to undertake studies involving people e.g. clinical or social science studies, are
particularly strong issues. Challenges related to the need to engage with members of the
public are magnified in health research, relative to other forms of research, and the
survey results also highlight current issues in undertaking patient and public involvement
(PPI) activities.

Researchers with lecturing posts have had to give time and resources to moving face-to-
face activities online e.g. lecturing and exams, which results in a reduced capacity for
research. As with all other categories of workers, researchers are also impacted
somewhat by the closure of the schools and the lack of childcare or support for other
caring duties. Respondents report concern about the suitability of home working
conditions for researchers, as well as for their mental health and well-being during this
difficult period. Deep concern for research students and early career researchers, who are
dependent on grants for their stipends and salaries, is very evident throughout the
responses.

Research staff being redeployed to COVID-19 initiatives and researchers with clinical posts
having reduced time for research seem to be of less relative concern than the issues
outlined above. Universities are very creatively and actively supporting their researchers
and the wider community is rapidly adapting to new ways of working. This is evidenced by
the fact that delayed research ethics committee decisions do not appear to be a current
barrier to the progression of health research in most institutions. All respondents are of
the belief that many researchers are currently writing papers or undertaking desk-based
research - activities that researchers sometimes struggle to have time for.

While some respondents think it possible that health researchers will be one of the
earliest cohorts back to work, half are unsure about this. All are in agreement though that
some research projects will need to have their timelines for deliverables extended or to
have their deliverables renegotiated. There is also strong agreement that some projects
will not be able to complete without additional funds.

Following are the responses to the most relevant survey questions.



Question 1
To what extent do you believe the following have been a barrier to the progression of non-
COVID health research projects across your university, since the lockdown began?

Survey results



Question 1 cont.
To what extent do you believe the following have been a barrier to the progression of
non-COVID health research projects across your university, since the lockdown began?

In their free text responses to this question respondents indicated that, in addition to the
barriers they were asked to consider in question 1, a number of other barriers are
causing challenges. These include those outlined below.

• The strongest concerns relate to a lack of additional funding available (beyond what
was originally awarded) for research projects.

• There are particular challenges for researchers whose contracts are ending during
the restrictions, which will especially impact PhD students and early career
researchers.

• No cost extensions will be helpful in completing many research projects but, if there
is no salary available to support the researchers on those projects, they will have to
move on.

• There has been a freezing hire for new staff in some institutions and some visiting
students are having visa issues.

• Some staff and students face challenges in having unsuitable home working spaces
e.g. lack of appropriate encryption technology for those dealing with sensitive data.

• Staff or their families who are in at-risk categories may be delayed in going back to
work, beyond the general population.

• The postponement of travel for research activities and for conferences will result in
the loss of the benefits that come with face-to-face meetings.

Please let us know about other current barriers to research that you are aware of
and/or we welcome elaboration on any of the challenges above.

Question 2



• The phasing in of new initiatives such as GDPR-compliant research data collection
methods is costly and will be challenging to progress, given the likely impact of
COVID-19 on the economy.

• A lack of clear processes for dealing with staff contracts and grant reporting, in
cases where research has been interrupted, is causing difficulties.

• There is widespread concern for the mental health and well-being of research
students and staff.

Please let us know about other current barriers to research that you are aware of
and/or we welcome elaboration on any of the challenges above.

Question 3
To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?

Question 2 cont.



Question 4. What research support offices say is needed
now
When asked about whether there was anything that HRCI could advocate for to
progress ongoing health research projects, a few key themes emerged.

• Almost all respondents expressed a desire to see costed extensions (additional
funding along with extended project timelines) for research projects employing
research students and early career researchers, who do not receive stipends or
salaries from the universities.

• There was also a widely expressed hope that flexibility and clarity could be
provided by funders, in relation to managing changes to project timelines and
deliverables.

• A couple of respondents also strongly advocated the need to ensure that all
broad forms of health research (beyond those with a very medical focus)
continue to be supported.

It is clear that on-going and planned health research projects will need to be
addressed on a case-by-case basis by both their host institutions and funders. Strong
and on-going communication between research groups and funders is
recommended.

Studies involving people as subjects will be particularly challenged over the months
ahead and it will be important for all aspects of human health that ways are found
for such studies to continue. It is also important that recent gains in progressing
patient and public involvement (PPI) in research are not lost due to it being
considered of less relative importance than other aspects of undertaking research.
Examples from the rare disease and international patient communities demonstrate
that PPI through remote technologies is still entirely possible.

Out of concern for their students, staff and the success of the research being
undertaken in their institutions, research support staff clearly hope that additional
funding will be made available to on-going research projects. In this regard it is
important to highlight that many health research charities are drastically impacted
in their ability to fundraise at present and will have significant financial concerns of
their own. Understanding and patience will be required on all sides.

The situation is likely to change in the coming months as there is more clarity in
relation to how soon researchers can return to work, whether different categories
of researchers will return at different times and how soon the public will feel
comfortable attending centres of research. While a degree of damage to on-going
and future health research projects due to COVID-19 is inevitable, creativity and
flexibility will help to minimise the negative impact.

Final perspective
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