Overall Conclusions

This review entailed a detailed independent and rigorous assessment of the funding

activities and related outputs, emerging impacts and effectiveness, and overall value

for money achieved by SFI since its establishment in 2000/2001. Overall, the findings

from the review must be interpreted within the context that the assessment was

constrained by the very short time period of data available since the establishment of

SFI and the commencement of its main programmes. In this regard, while we believe

it is premature to reach definitive conclusions at this juncture, the emerging picture is

positive and indicates that if current progress is maintained and if a number of

emerging issues are addressed, SFI programmes hold out the prospect of delivering

value for money. This is evident in the scale of funding committed, both in absolute

terms and relative to overall R&D funding in Ireland, the contribution of the

Foundation to the development of human capital in research, and the performance

and quality of research outputs which have emerged to-date. Significant outputs and

emerging impacts are also visible in relation to the development of collaborative

linkages, although we would contend that further progress is required in this area,

particularly in relation to the further development of linkages with industry in

Ireland, including with indigenous firms.

An important issue concerns the wider economic impacts of the investment in R&D

activities supported by SFI programmes. Again, while we believe it is too early to

deliver a definitive judgment on the extent of wider economic benefits, the limited

available data on commercialisation activities suggests that some progress is evident

(measured, for example, by reference to patent filings) but further evidence of

impacts will be required in this area. In relation to inward investment linkages, we

understand that SFI funding has acted as a strong reference sell for IDA visiting

companies visiting Ireland, while significant R&D investment projects have come to

Ireland which have developed strong linkages with SFI CSETs, in particular.

Notwithstanding these positive developments, if the impacts of SFI funding are to be

maximised going forward, continued focus on funding of research excellence is

required and ongoing close attention will need to be given to ensuring that the

Foundation’s programmes target funding at those activities which are aligned with,

and build upon, existing strengths in niche areas of research where Ireland can

compete effectively on a global scale. In addition, closer attention is required to

ensure that value for money from public funds is maximised through incentivising

the leverage of alternative non-State and international sources of funding. Given the

scale of research funded and human capital built up to-date through SFI

programmes, there will also be an increased challenge in terms of retaining highskilled

researchers. Finally, ongoing work is required in the area of programme

management and monitoring to ensure that activities are managed efficiently and in

line with best practice approaches internationally.

Recommendations

A series of recommendations flow from the assessment undertaken and conclusions

derived through this review and these are summarised in the table below. These

recommendations, which also draw from the inputs of the external international

advisors to the team, maintain the focus of existing SFI operations but are designed to

improve the ongoing implementation and management of the Foundation’s

programmes and to maximise the future impact and value for money from the

substantial public resources invested in SFI-supported research in Ireland.

Summary of Recommendations

No. Recommendation

1. SFI should continue to implement its core mission of funding research

excellence in areas where Ireland can compete effectively on a global scale

2. An increased focus on effective industry collaboration (see further below) and

measures to enhance the commercialisation of research should form part of

future management of the next phases of SFI funding.

3. Increased focus is required to align collaborations by SFI-funded researchers

with the requirements of industry based in Ireland.

4. Mechanisms to ensure that SFI funding maximises the leverage of EU and

other international sources of funding for Irish research should be introduced.

5. The development agencies, including IDA Ireland and Enterprise Ireland,

should intensify efforts to engage new and existing client companies with SFIfunded

research teams/centres.

6. SFI should consider the merits of a centrally managed database of inputs and

outputs relating to SFI funded projects, which would track a range of input,

output and impact indicators.

7. A system of ex-post review, which would combine elements of the existing

ex-ante peer review and interim review process but place greater emphasis on

the assessment of economic impact and value for money, should be put in

place for completed SFI-funded research.

8. Continued efforts are needed to ensure effective inter-agency interaction and

co-ordination including, in particular, between SFI and HEA.

9. SFI should carry out regular, systematic bibliometric analysis of SFI-funded

research outputs and publish the highlights of this analysis

10. Measures to enhance the likelihood of top-ranking researchers remaining in

Ireland should be given a high priority.
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