Research Strategy
2019 – 2024

About Us
Our Mission and Vision
The Medical Research Foundation’s
mission is to advance medical research,
improve human health and change
people’s lives.
We are a unique charity with a
longstanding connection to the Medical
Research Council (MRC). This means
that we have access to some of the best
medical knowledge in the world which
allows us to make the greatest impact
where it is most needed and use our
charitable income responsibly.
The health and wellbeing of millions of
people depends upon continual medical
advances. And this challenge needs
immense support, innovation and
persistence. We understand we need to
be bold and ambitious – to fund medical
research projects that are not just going
to be useful now, but which may become
useful later. Our vision is to support these
advances for decades to come – the
biggest impacts on health come from long
term commitment to medical research.
We fund the most promising medical
research in areas of great clinical need where investment in research is low and where, despite advances
elsewhere in medicine, people’s lives see little change.
In the past five years, our research strategy achieved advances in areas including adolescent mental health,
antimicrobial resistance and stroke in young adults. Our refreshed Research Strategy for 2019-2024 will allow
us to be more ambitious and continue to invest in areas of high unmet need, as well as developing the scientific
leaders of the future.

Research Strategy 2019-2024
Strategic Research Themes
As a broad-based medical research charity, our charitable purposes allow us to support any medical research
that will improve human health. This is a wide remit and, as we know, the need is great. We take a targeted
approach in order to have impact where it is needed most.
We will fund research that aligns within one of our key strategic themes:
 Increasing understanding
Support for the discovery science that increases understanding of the processes underpinning all human
health and disease.
 High need, low research investment
Support for research on the conditions and diseases that devastate lives, where there is an unmet need
for new research but a low research investment.
 Emerging research leaders
Opportunities for the emerging research leaders who will address the biomedical research questions of
the future and support for their cutting-edge research today.
 Changing policy and practice
Support to disseminate research results beyond the scientific press to people and places that will influence
healthcare policy and practice as well as personal life choices.

Research Priorities
In addition to our strategic research themes, we identify research priorities according to gaps in understanding,
or specific donor priorities. We use the expertise of the MRC to inform our strategy but remain free to choose
our own research priorities and are responsive and flexible in the way we allocate our funding.
Our research priorities have been determined by an evidence-based review of the research strategies of a
number of health funding organisations, with particular reference to the MRC’s strategy, and through
consultation with our Board of Trustees. We will supplement our priorities with new donor priorities annually,
and in the next five years these will include adolescent mental health, lupus, and autoimmune hepatitis.
Our research priorities are all areas of unmet need. Scientific research has made incredible progress in
addressing health issues in well-funded areas, however our priorities address areas where further work can be
done to make a real difference.
For 2019-2024, our research priorities will be:
 Adolescent mental health, particularly self-harm and eating disorders
We will continue our investment in adolescent mental health, building upon current research and
identifying where there is still unmet need. Rates of self-harm have increased in the UK over the past
decade and are among the highest in Europe. Repeated self-harm results in about 150,000 attendances
at accident and emergency departments each year and is one of the top five causes of acute medical
admission. Eating disorders are also common, affecting around 15 per cent of young women and over
three per cent of young men. Current understanding of these illnesses is limited, and it is important to
understand why these illnesses occur.

 Pain
A huge number of people live for long periods with unrelenting pain, yet this is an area of low research
investment. With a projected increase in multi-morbidities (the occurrence of two or more diseases at the
same time) as the population ages, the number of people living with pain is predicted to increase. There
are a number of unmet research needs in the field of pain, including research models of pain, and
understanding and tailoring stratifying clinical need. We will prioritise based on expert opinion of research
need, and our donor’s wishes.
 Eye diseases in children
Investment in eye diseases research has led to huge steps forward, however research into eye diseases
in children has not advanced at the same pace. There are a number of different diseases which can lead
to eye disorders in children, and because individually these can be uncommon, research funding has been
historically low. We will prioritise funding based on expert opinion of research need, and our donor’s
wishes.
 Adolescent skin disorders
Skin diseases can be painful, disfiguring and impact on mental health during the adolescent period. This
is an area where increased research could lead to a big impact.
 Health research capacity building in Africa
Our linked charity, the African Research Excellence Fund (AREF), will lead on delivering this priority.
African scientists have few opportunities to develop the experience and skills needed to shape and lead
original, ground-breaking research. AREF provides funding for African researchers to develop as research
leaders who will deliver excellent research in Africa, for Africa.
Contingent on increased charitable income, we will add neonatal health and gastrointestinal disorders to our
research priorities. All our funding decisions are taken by our Board of Trustees with advice from experts who
peer review applications or sit on our peer review/interview panels.

Research priorities highlight:
Adolescent mental health
Adolescent mental health was one of our 2014-2019 research priorities, which we
are continuing to invest in. One of our funded researchers, Dr Amy Harrison from
University College London (UCL) is conducting a long-term study to explore whether
reward and punishment sensitivity in childhood and early adolescence play a role in
the development of eating disorders in later adolescence. This work will enhance
our understanding of the extent to which a psychological factor, currently identified
in the acute and remitted phases of the illness, may contribute to illness
development. This new knowledge will then be shared to improve illness
understanding and detection.

Our Approach
How we will fund research
Over the next five years, we will use our strategic research themes to continue to fund across the spectrum of
scientific research.
 We believe discovery science is the foundation of medical research. We will continue to fund research
that explores biological, social and environmental processes underpinning health and disease. We will
continue to provide support which is long-term, allowing ideas to flourish, as well as smaller targeted
funding to stimulate research areas. This will be achieved through supporting:
o

People: flexible long-term funding to individuals, in our priority funding areas for both labbased and hospital-based researchers

o

Ideas: we will support the best ideas to develop, through small and large grant funding in our
priority funding areas

o

Collaborations: the best science can arise through collaborations. Through a range of
awards, we will support UK and international travel, meetings, and seed funding to develop
ideas

o

Training: we will support the scientific leaders of the future to develop their skills through
short-term, targeted grants, doctoral training programmes and support for wider skilldevelopment.

 We will approach our priorities flexibly but give precedence to areas of high unmet need. We are free to
fund whatever we feel are the most important medical research questions of the time. Unlike many other
funding bodies we are not restricted to providing support for a particular disease or condition, or a particular
research institution. We can respond to the emerging health needs of the nation and the wider world, and
the research priorities and opportunities identified by scientific experts and our donors. All of our activities
are focused on research: we do not provide advice or support, nor do we undertake campaigning.
 We will support the research leaders of the future. This will be achieved by funding fellowships and prizes
for researchers transitioning to become independent scientists, at a critical and often precarious point in
their career, however one which is often the most productive. This will be focussed mainly in the UK, and
with our linked charity AREF we will also build capacity at this career stage in African countries.
 We will fund researchers to develop their research findings into healthcare policy and practice.
Disseminating research beyond the scientific press is important to ensure that research findings have the
greatest chance of improving human health and changing people’s lives.
 We are able to fund researchers anywhere in the world but focus most of our investment in the UK and
African countries. We will fund research that takes place in universities, research institutes, hospitals and
other healthcare settings. We are able to award funding at different timescales, from short to long-term, to
stimulate different types of research.

Funding approach highlight:
Emerging Leaders Prize in antimicrobial resistance
Antimicrobial resistance (AMR), and specifically antibiotic resistance, poses a global
threat to human life, requiring urgent action to halt resistance and to accelerate new
treatments for bacterial infection. Dr Myrsini Kaforou from Imperial College London
was awarded our Emerging Leader Prize to study the pattern of genes that are
‘switched on and off’ in patients with fever to distinguish between infectious and
inflammatory conditions. This approach will identify patients who genuinely need
antibiotic treatment, limiting antibiotic misuse and preventing further development
of AMR. This approach supports our strategic themes of investing in the discovery
science of early-mid career researchers, and allows flexible funding to support Dr
Kaforou in changing policy and practice.

Funding research to the highest standards
We use our donations responsibly and ensure we make the greatest impact where it is most needed. We meet
the highest research standards through our unique connection with the MRC. We decide how to fund
applications with both our own expert review panels and by seeking scientific advice through the MRC’s
research boards and training panels.
The MRC’s scientific experts help us to find suitable experts in the field to provide written peer reviews of
applications. The MRC also suggest experts to sit on our shortlisting review panels, expert review panels and
interview panels. The expert reviewers’ services are provided free of charge and this reduces our overhead
costs and increases the efficiency of our processes while allowing us to access the best possible advice.

Measuring our Progress
Demonstrating our Impact
We ensure that we get the most from every donation and are committed to demonstrating that impact. The full,
long-term impact of our funding will only really be understood in years to come, based on the outcomes of the
research that we have supported.
During the lifetime of their award, we actively support our researchers with a programme of support including
mentoring, access to dissemination and public engagement funds, networking opportunities and an annual
Fellows meeting. This ensures that our researchers are given every opportunity to undertake the best research.
We will continue to actively monitor our research portfolio. We ask our funded scientists to report annually on
their research outputs and outcomes, including publications, changes to policy or practice, and patents. This
continues beyond the life-time of their award so that we can continue to monitor our long-term impact. We will
continue to highlight through our annual report and on our website the success stories of our funded
researchers. This will be evaluated against our research strategy and used to inform our next strategy refresh
in five years’ time.

