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Executive summary
The HRB Strategy 2016–2020 Research. Evidence. Action. highlights the importance of
supporting talented people to undertake high-quality health research and to generate
evidence. We achieve this by supporting a wide range of individuals such as health-related
researchers, professionals and innovators who are at different career stages, from doctoral
training through independent research and to leadership.
This document describes both the framework and the action plan to develop and effectively
implement the main objectives for career development in the HRB’s Strategy 2016–2020, in
order to deliver the following expected outcomes:
 Achieve a strategic and coordinated approach to the production of a highly skilled
workforce of collaborative experts in health knowledge creation, translation and
implementation, so as to ensure that research and evidence are ultimately integrated
into policy and practice.
 To attract more people working in a healthcare setting who are trained and active in
research, resulting in better quality care and outcomes and a more attractive work
environment.
The framework underpins the value the HRB places in building capacity of a highly skilled
workforce of health-related researchers, professionals and innovators. It describes the vision,
guiding principles, coherent research path model and action plan that the HRB will use to
enable the development of cross-disciplinary research teams and partnerships. The long-term
goal is to train and support individuals as collaborative experts, in order to generate ideas and
undertake research, drive the integration of research and evidence into policy and practice,
thus improving decision-making and, ultimately, health outcomes and creating a wider impact
in society.
Between 2016 and 2020, the HRB, guided by this framework, will prioritise, develop and
implement specific actions, initiatives and key performance indicators. It is currently envisaged
that the funding committed to health research careers during the lifetime of the current HRB
Strategy will be in the region of €35 million. The HRB will develop activities and initiatives aimed
at training and supporting the following health research career stages:
 early-stage researchers through PhD programmes
 mid-stage researchers through the development of team-based and cross-disciplinary
approaches
 new investigators who are ready to transition to independence level
 leaders in health research
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In addition, the HRB will also support other training and skills that will address specific
needs and gaps in the health research landscape in Ireland.

Figure 1 – Summary of the Health Research Careers framework
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Purpose of the framework
The purpose of the Health Research Careers framework is to guide the HRB in developing
specific actions, responding to specific needs, and identifying priorities, targets, activities and
key performing measures that will meet the main objectives set out in HRB Strategy 2016–2020
Research. Evidence. Action.
This framework document aims to provide some guidance and context for the health research
community as well as for key stakeholders and partners who wish to engage in and commit to
work with the HRB. It is intended to be a platform for facilitating training, providing support,
and creating an environment to enable expert health-related researchers, professionals and
innovators to respond to current and future healthcare needs and health challenges both in
Ireland and globally.
This framework will be a living document and will be reviewed and updated as required, in
order to ensure that it remains relevant over the period 2016-2020.

The vision
Health research, and its knowledge application and translation towards more tangible impacts,
requires the talent, expertise and ingenuity of a wide range of people – clinicians and other
health professionals, scientists, social scientists, epidemiologists, health economists,
statisticians, engineers, policy-makers, decision-makers, patient groups, public groups, and
others.
The HRB has a good track record for building capacity in health research at various levels.
Between 2009 and 2015, we directly invested in the training, career-development and
leadership initiatives for 324 researchers and health care professionals in Ireland. We also
supported additional 620 researchers indirectly on other awards, including 129 at doctoral
training stage as well as 340 postdoctoral researchers and research fellows.
By consolidating and building on this previous success, the HRB will promote the training,
support and career development of health-related researchers, professionals and innovators,
so as to facilitate the development of cross-disciplinary research teams and partnerships, with
the long-term goal of training individuals as collaborative experts in order to generate ideas and
undertake research, drive the integration of research and evidence into policy and practice,
thus improving decision-making and, ultimately, health outcomes and creating a wider impact
in society.
For the purpose of this document the following definitions are used:
 Health-related researchers are individuals who are fully engaged in health-related
research activities, mainly in academic or other research institutions.
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 Professionals are individuals in health-related professions or roles who are generally
involved in health service delivery, organisational activities, health policy or financing.
They include clinicians and other healthcare professionals, healthcare personnel, health
system personnel, health policy-makers and others.
 Innovators are individuals who have the skills, competencies and specific authority to
bring together ideas – new, old or a combination of both – and translate these ideas
into practical applications and/or solutions. They may be health researchers, health
professionals, health policy managers, decision-makers or other knowledge users, but
they must have the authority, a track record of key collaborations and expertise to
influence changes and translate and/or implement knowledge into policy and practice
or towards a product.
Typically, these individuals are employed in healthcare agencies, health research institutes or
higher education institutions, and are engaged in health research and/or clinical practice
and/or health service management and/or health policy or other health-related roles.
Figure 2 summarises the vision of this framework, highlighting the three categories of
individuals to be trained and supported, the core principles that will guide the HRB in
implementing the action plan, and the environment comprising different players and
stakeholders that will ensure that a skilled workforce will be able to create, translate and
ultimately implement this knowledge in action.

Figure 2 – Summary of the vision for capacity building in health research
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Guiding principles of the framework
Six core principles and one overarching principle have been identified in order to guide the HRB
in developing, implementing and delivering the training, support and career development of a
skilled workforce of 21st century engaged in health research in Ireland. Some of these principles
are also reinforced by recent international reports and/or strategic plans1 as well as articles
related to research careers which are often published in journals such as Nature and Science.
The six core principles are as follows:
Core principles
 Actionable knowledge
 Collaborations, integration and cross-disciplinarity
 Flexibility and diversity
 Open knowledge
 Professional development and skills
 Researcher’s knowledge contribution, metrics and impact
Overarching principle
 Commitment

Actionable knowledge
Actionable knowledge is the continuum from knowledge creation to knowledge
translation and implementation into policy and practice, and ultimately creating a wider
impact. It requires acquiring and developing an appropriate set of skills and
competencies to not only advance knowledge discovery, but importantly to network,
collaborate and influence changes; to teach and mentor other health researchers; test
and translate knowledge; implement new knowledge into policy and practice so as to
create a wider impact; support and/or lead research in academic and/or health service
organisations; apply critical and evidence-focused approaches to use knowledge in a
1

the RAND report A ‘DECISIVE’ approach to research funding http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1132.html; Strategy
for Patient-Oriented Research, Canada’s strategy for Patient-Oriented Research (SPOR) published by the Canadian Institutes of Health
Research http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/41204.html; the Australian National Health Medical Research Council strategic plan 2013–
2015 https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/file/nh160_nhmrc_strat_plan_201315.pdf; NIH 2016-2020 strategic plan
http://www.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/nih-unveils-fy2016-2020-strategic-plan; Statement of Principles and Actions for
1
Shaping
the
Future:
Supporting
the
Next
Generation
of
Researchers,
Global
Research
Council
http://www.globalresearchcouncil.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/Statement%20of%20Approaches%20Building%20Research%20and%2
1
0Education.pdf, Science Europe report on career pathways in multidisciplinary research (publication in progress), Open Science
concept paper Digital Science in Horizon 2020 https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/open-science and the main open science
webpage http://ec.europa.eu/research/openscience/index.cfm, European Open Science Cloud (EOSC) High Level Expert Group
report https://ec.europa.eu/research/openscience/index.cfm?pg=open-science-cloud(publication in progress)
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range of different settings and health-related roles. Enhancing the capacity to apply and
translate research findings among researchers, professionals and innovators will pave
the way to a greater impact for the benefit of individuals and patients, populations and
society as a whole.
Collaborations, integration and cross-disciplinarity2
Impactful advances in health research and complex health challenges encompass a wide
range of disciplines and sectors involving academic researchers, healthcare professionals,
individuals from the education sector, researchers from industry, policy-makers and
decision-makers, as well as individuals from charities and hospital groups. More
importantly, complex health research questions and global challenges, coupled with the
technology and big data revolution, are driving researchers to explore new frontiers and
novel approaches in response to these questions, challenges and constant system
change.
Researchers, professionals and innovators should be given the opportunity to
collaborate; integrate with different disciplines; work in teams and partnerships;
understand, value and trust each other’s expertise and perspective; and also be creative,
communicative and open. Funding models, rewards structures, assessment criteria and
review processes, training and mentoring opportunities, as well as new opportunities for
emerging fields and career flexibility and mobility should reflect these key objectives.
Flexibility and diversity
Career training and career development support initiatives should be delivered via
flexible mechanisms which reflect the wide range of individuals (e.g. clinicians and other
health professionals, scientists, social scientists, epidemiologists, health economists,
statisticians, bioinformaticians, knowledge users, patient groups, public groups, policymakers and decision-makers) who are key in the continuum from knowledge creation to
knowledge translation and implementation towards improved health, and which also
reflect the diversity of needs for training, supporting and developing these individuals. To
this end, different mechanisms and approaches should be explored and applied, as no
single approach suits all situations. Importantly, greater flexibility will be required from
all parties, including the HRB, other funding agencies, research institutions, universities,
clinical and other practice-based providers, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) and
other public or private healthcare organisations.

2

For the purpose of this document, cross-disciplinary research indicates research that employs more than one discipline. It could use
different approaches, such as multidisciplinarity and/or interdisciplinarity and/or transdisciplinarity, to address a specific research
question and/or to respond to the objectives of a scheme (e.g. capacity building and training).
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Open knowledge
Advances in information technology, the enormous amount of data being generated, the
broadening of key players and actors in research, the more extensive level of
collaborations required, the need to address societal challenges, and the way we share
knowledge are constantly transforming the way we conduct research. Open knowledge
should lead to more transparency, integrity, openness, inclusiveness and networking.3.
The HRB will need to adapt and respond to system change, to new models, policies and
practices, to new capacity building needs for experts in emerging disciplines and/or with
specific skill sets, in addition to adapting and responding to new communication,
knowledge exchange and outreach approaches. Ultimately, it should facilitate the
efficiency and responsiveness of science to 21st century societal challenges, and increase
the overall impact and quality of science. Embrace and support the transition in the way
modern scientific practice is now carried out, largely enabled by the digital technology
revolution
Professional development and skills
Identify, prioritise and support the specific cross-cutting and/or strategic skills required
in the health system. We will explore specific skills or expertise needs and/or gaps in the
Irish health system, and respond by supporting specific training and development
opportunities.
Researcher’s knowledge contribution, metrics and impact
Alternative metrics and indicators to assess the researcher’s contribution to research,
and ultimately their overall impact on knowledge, will be explored and applied. More
relevantly, qualitative metrics as well as traditional quantitative academic metrics (peerreviewed publications), capturing the overall intellectual contribution to knowledge and
the relevance and impact of research projects (e.g. publications, research data, software
and materials or methods, outreach activities, media and social media interactions,
contribution to peer reviews, national and/or international reports, interacting
with/networking/influencing decision-makers) will be embraced and utilised.
Commitment
In order to build health research capacity by training, developing and supporting talented
health-related researchers, innovators and professionals, it will be critical to have broad
commitment, structured collaborations, participatory leadership, openness and flexibility
with and from other key players and stakeholders in the system – e.g. the Higher
Education Authority (HEA), Department of Health (DoH), Department of Education and
Skills (DES), Health Service Executive (HSE), hospital groups, charities and/or other health
agencies, higher education institutions and other research organisations.
3

https://ec.europa.eu/research/openscience/index.cfm?pg=open-science-policy-platform
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Objectives and expected outcomes of the Health Research Careers actions
HRB Strategy 2016–2020 Research. Evidence. Action. sets out the mission of improving people’s
health and enhancing healthcare delivery. To achieve this mission, the HRB is committed to
lead and support excellent research and the generation of relevant knowledge and its
application into policy and practice.

Figure 3: Summary of the HRB Strategy 2016–2020 Research. Evidence. Action.
The training and support of exceptional researchers, talent and leadership to undertake highquality health research and generate evidence has been identified as one of critical enabler to
support the HRB mission. This sets the strategic goal of the programme for the Health Research
Careers, which has four key objectives to be achieved between 2016 and 2020:
1. Attract the best people into health research by supporting excellent PhD training
programmes.
2. Provide opportunities for career development for mid-career researchers and
emerging investigators.
3. Work with higher education institutions, hospital groups and the Health Service
Executive (HSE) to identify, develop and support leaders in health research.
4. Work with national and international partners to facilitate training and exchange
opportunities that address skills gaps.
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Within each objective, specific actions, initiatives and performance indicators will be prioritised
and developed, having first taken into account issues such as financial commitments, specific
needs and gaps, and dependence on and/or enablers from other stakeholders and players.
The expected outcomes by the end of the 2016–2020 HRB Strategy period are:
 Achieve a strategic and coordinated approach to the production of a highly skilled
workforce of collaborative experts in health knowledge creation, translation and
implementation, in order to ensure that research and evidence are ultimately integrated
into policy and practice.
 Attract more people working in the healthcare setting who are trained and active in
research, thus resulting in better quality care and outcomes and a more attractive work
environment.
The HRB expects to spend in the region of €35 million on support for careers over the lifetime
of the strategy. However, this figure can only be an estimate and depends, for example, on the
HRB’s overall budget and other competing priorities.
R1- PhD trainees

R2- Experienced researchers

R3 - Investigators

R4 -Leaders

Training and Skills
3%
29%

37%

15%

16%

Figure 3 – Approximate breakdown of planned expenditure to support Health Research Careers

A career path in health research
The model describing the HRB career path in health research has identified four broad
researcher profiles, which aim to be both sector neutral and discipline neutral, and also aim to
be equally applicable to individuals who are engaged in health research (if working in higher
education/research organisations) and/or to individuals who are practice-based or working in
other healthcare organisations/agencies. This career path should be used as guidance for
individuals who wish to apply for funding at different stages of their career, i.e. training, career
Health Research Careers Framework and Action Plan 2016-2020
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development, and transition to and/or at leadership stages, but also encompassing other
training initiatives and short courses. It should guide the wide range of individuals that the HRB
aim to attract, engage, support and also retain in health research – including individuals from
different disciplines, sectors and roles in the health system (e.g. full-time researchers from
different disciplines, clinician scientists and other healthcare professionals, healthcare
managers and innovators).
The four profiles are adopted from the European framework ‘Towards a European Framework
for Research Careers’4 R1, R2, R3 and R4. The working titles from the European framework have
been adapted for our targeted health-related research community, in order to provide greater
clarity. These titles are:
R1 – Doctoral trainee/early-stage researcher
R2 – Experienced researcher/mid-stage researcher
R3 – Investigator/senior-stage researcher
R4 – Leader

The main features of each researcher profile aim to provide a general description of the
requisite research skills and expertise, while simultaneously reiterating the HRB’s vision of
individuals engaged in health research at particular stages of their careers.
Figure 4 summarises the overall career path, including the six career stages and the relevant
researcher profiles.

Figure 4 – The HRB career path in health research model

4

http://ec.europa.eu/euraxess/pdf/research_policies/Towards_a_European_Framework_for_Research_Care
ers_final.pdf
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The circular representation of this career path aims to emphasise the diversity of individuals
(health-related researchers, professionals and innovators) involved in health research who may
have different research training needs and career trajectories; for this reason, we did not use a
typical linear representation. The HRB aims, as much as is practicable, to provide dynamic and
flexible funding to support initiatives that hopefully meet the needs and expectations of
different individuals at different stages along their career path, while simultaneously
recognising that not all individuals follow a typical academic career path. The dotted lines
indicate a possible link between stages, whereas the arrow linking the leadership stage to the
training stage highlights the capacity building role that leaders would play in mentoring earlystage and mid-stage researchers. It is also envisaged that at different stages of this process
individuals would be focused on their professional development, in order to acquire skills and
competencies which would be relevant for their research and for their professional career
stage, and which would also be essential for their potential to secure other jobs outside the
conventional academic research career path.
The main features of each researcher profile aim to provide a general description of the
requisite research skills and expertise, while simultaneously reiterating the HRB’s vision of
individuals engaged in health research at particular stages of their careers.
The researcher profiles are broadly described as followed:
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Towards implementation
Challenges and enablers
The principles set out in the framework are intended to guide the HRB in the creation, design
and delivery of specific initiatives to achieve the four main objectives of the overall health
research careers programme and, ultimately, to reach specific positive and sustainable
outcomes. However, there are some challenges, potential barriers and enablers in the system
which must be highlighted, acknowledged and discussed in order to ensure a more effective
and realistic implementation of the action plan. These are as follows:
1. The commitment of certain partners and stakeholders in working with, and supporting,
the HRB to implement the action plan must be underpinned at an early stage. Overall,
the responsibility for training and career development is shared and requires inputs
from many stakeholders. The HRB is committed to working with different partners – for
example, the higher education system in Ireland, the Health Service Executive, and
professional training bodies. It is also committed to engaging with the researcher,
professional and innovator community in order to create a workforce of collaborative
experts and researchers converging from different disciplines and professions, and
working together in a dynamic, innovative and supportive environment in Ireland.
2. Approximately €35 million has been committed for the period 2016–2020 to cover new
health research career initiatives with an overall cost in the region of €55.5 million until
2023. Given the framework vision, objectives and expected outcomes, realistically, we
cannot invest in every single stage of the career path to the desirable extent, and
therefore the HRB will have to make choices, and identify and agree priorities; in
addition, it will have to create new partnerships, think more creatively, and devise more
effective funding models.
3. Leveraged finance from other key partners in the education and health sectors will be
crucial if we wish to continue building health research capacity, especially in healthcare
agencies and the Irish health system.
4. Doctoral training has changed worldwide in recent years; it is now widely recognised
that doctoral graduates make a significant contribution to innovation. More structured
and mentored training programmes for doctoral degrees, coupled with institutional
structures and governance, appears to be a model that would ensure breadth and
consistency of training for PhD graduates in universities.5 This is consistent with the
5

http://www.leru.org/files/publications/LERU_AP_15_Good_practice_elements_in_doctoral_training_2014.
pdf
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National Framework for Doctoral Education6 and the European Commission Principles
for Innovative Doctoral training,7 both of which highlight the concept of four-year
structured programmes as an alternative to the older apprenticeship model. In 2004,
the HRB pioneered funding in Ireland for structured PhD programmes, supporting
students for four years, and including generic skills training. Several recommendations
have been highlighted in the recent report8 on quality control of research degrees in
high education institutions. One of the most relevant recommendations is to ensure
that PhD graduates have sufficient time to acquire thorough and broad skill sets, such as
appropriate research and generic skills training, research ethics, research integrity and
career preparation and these skill sets should be an integral part of PhD graduate
programmes. In recognition of these principles, and also in recognition of the fact that
other key players in the higher education system in Ireland (the Higher Education
Authority (HEA), Department of education and Skills (DES) and Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) in particular) also have responsibility for graduate training, the HRB
would welcome the opportunity to work more closely with the higher education system
in order to support the PhD education system for health research in Ireland. Finally, the
HRB will have to estimate the impact of supporting a four-year PhD graduate on other
schemes in Focus areas 1, 2, and 3 of the HRB’s Strategy, and it will have to make
decisions regarding where such support is appropriate and where it is not.

Action plan
The HRB has planned to invest on different stages along the health research career path. The
draft action plan described below includes a number of initiatives that are currently planned.
Please note that as the HRB, like many other funding agencies, operate on an annual budget
and so some of the current plans and initiatives might be revised depending on budgets and the
external environment.
The plan is currently as described below:
R1 – Doctoral trainees/early-stage researchers
1. We are in the process of developing a new approach to train and upskill individuals from
different disciplines and professions who wish to pursue a PhD in patient-oriented
research; this type of training and upskilling will benefit from a more structured,
mentored and cross-disciplinary approach. It will replace the Research Training
Fellowship for Healthcare Professionals (HPF). The first call will be launched at a date to
be agreed in 2017. Two additional calls may be launched, depending on the model
adopted.
6

http://www.hea.ie/sites/default/files/national_framework_for_doctoral_education_0.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/euraxess/pdf/research_policies/Principles_for_Innovative_Doctoral_Training.pdf
8
http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Expert%20Panel%20Higher%20Education%20Research%20Report.pdf
7
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2. We hope to support the PhD programme for clinicians with joint funding from the
Wellcome Trust as part of the WT-HRB-SFI partnership. An application in response to the
current Welcome Trust call is under review.
3. We aim to continue supporting the SPHeRE PhD structured programme in population
health research and health services research with a more long-term and sustainable
approach. Model to be developed by 2017.
R2 – Experienced/mid-stage researchers
1. We will focus on researchers’ career development at consolidation and progression
stages by using a team-based and cross-disciplinary model which is similar to the
Interdisciplinary Capacity Enhancement (ICE) awards, but which also encompasses
patient-oriented research as well as population health research and health services
research. First call to be launched in 2017, with an additional call envisaged in 2018.
2. We will support postdoctoral fellows in cancer prevention through the international
Cancer Prevention Fellowship Programme in partnership with the National Cancer
Institute in the US. Annual call is usually launched in May by the National Cancer
Institute – Cancer Prevention Fellowship Programme.
3. We will continue to support initiatives that target clinically trained and academically
based researchers through the WT-HRB-SFI partnership. These initiatives are
synchronised with the Wellcome Trust calendar of activities.
R3 Investigator/senior researchers
1. We will invest in new emerging investigators, targeting researchers at mid-stage career
who are ready to transition to independence level. In this way, we will bridge a critical
career development gap between the progression stage and the independence stage,
which was identified in the previous HRB Strategy. The first call is due to be launched in
autumn 2016 and the second call is envisaged in 2018.
2. Investigators who have already reached the independent or established stage of their
career are encouraged to submit an application for our suite of investigator-led projects,
programmes and intervention calls across Focus areas 1, 2 and 3, which will be
developed throughout the HRB Strategy period. Different schemes will be launched
throughout the year.
3. Specific initiatives targeting clinically trained and academically based researchers are
offered through the WT-HRB-SFI partnership to investigators/senior researchers who
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are at R3 career stage. These initiatives are synchronised with the Wellcome Trust
calendar of activities.

R4 Leader
We will explore mechanisms to continue building on previous HRB investment in leadership,
with the aim of supporting a selected number of outstanding and exceptional individuals who
are already champions in the Irish health system, or who are transitioning towards leadership,
and may need more supportive mechanisms to drive and translate knowledge into action more
effectively. Calls are currently envisaged during the second phase of the HRB Strategy, likely two
calls to be launched in 2018 and 2020.
Training and skills
The training and skills portfolio will be reviewed, taking in account the objectives of 2016-2020
HRB Strategy, and also taking into account skills gaps or a strategic skill set that can support the
delivery of a highly skilled workforce of health researchers who are able to respond to the
health research challenges of the 21st century as well as promote the translation of research
findings and evidence into policy and practice. Currently, the HRB offers opportunities through
the following:
1. Summer Student Scholarships for undergraduate students in health-related degree
programmes. Annual call usually takes place in December.
2. The cancer prevention summer school organised by the National Cancer Institute in the
US targets individuals at various career stages, in addition to organising an internship
programme for recent PhD graduates. Annual call usually takes place in December.
3. The Cancer Nursing Project Development Grant in partnership with the National
Working Group – All-Ireland Cancer Consortium. Annual call usually takes place in June.
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Appendix I – Planned activities to support the Health Research Careers
Enabler A – Health Research Career
PhD training in patient-oriented research
Postdoctoral awards
Cancer Prevention Fellowship Programme
Emerging Investigators Awards
Senior Investigators Awards
Summer Student Scholarships
Cancer nursing project development grant
Short training courses (e.g. NCI cancer
prevention summer curriculum)

A.1.1
A.2.1
A.2.1
A.2.4
A.3.1
A.4.2

2016 2017 2018 2019
New call to be developed

2020

A.4.1
A.4.1

DOES NOT INCLUDE:
 SPHeRE sustainability and renewal
 Any new initiatives with other funders
 HRB Internship Programme
 New initiatives addressing training and/or short courses
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Appendix II – A schematic illustration of schemes and initiatives under each researcher’s profile and career stage
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Appendix III – Glossary of terms

HRB – Health Research Board
HEA – Higher Education Authority
HEI – higher education institution
IUA – Irish Universities Association
DoH – Department of Health
DES – Department of Education and Skills
HCPs – Healthcare professionals
HSE – Health Service Executive
HPF – Research Training Fellowship for Healthcare Professionals
ICE – Interdisciplinary Capacity Enhancement Awards
PoR – Patient-oriented Research
SPHeRE – Structured Population and Health-services Research Education
WT-SFI-HRB – Partnership between Wellcome Trust, Science Foundation Ireland and Health
Research Board
PHHSR – Population Health and Health Services Research
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