
Mary McCarthy ,  Pol icy Lead
- Research, Development
Cooperat ion and Afr ica
Divis ion,  Department of
Foreign Affairs and Trade;
Dr Eavan O’Brien,  Assistant
Director -  Impact and
Partnerships,  I r ish Research
Counci l ;  and
Dr Stephen O’Driscoll ,
Chal lenge Research Manager
(Lead -  AI  for  Societal  Good
Chal lenge),  Science for
Society Directorate,  Science
Foundat ion Ireland.

On the 13th of May, DSAI's
Humanitarian Action Study
Group held the f irst
webinar in i ts Humanitarian
Research Learning Series. 
 
The ser ies aims to support  and
faci l i tate high qual i ty research,
exchange of  ideas, relat ionship-
bui ld ing and networking among
the academic and pract i t ioner
community working on
humanitar ian act ion and in
humanitar ian contexts in
Ireland.
 
We are grateful  to the speakers
for their  contr ibut ions:
 

 
For more information and
updates on DSAI events,
and to become a member,
please visit  dsaireland.org.
 

What are the hal lmarks of  good humanitar ian
research?
What are good pract ices in humanitar ian research
partnerships? 
How might the COVID-19 cr is is af fect  organisat ional
pr ior i t ies or funding for humanitar ian research?

This discussion brought together speakers f rom across
three key inst i tut ional  funding bodies in I re land -  the
Department of  Foreign Affairs and Trade, the I r ish
Research Counci l ,  and Science Foundat ion Ireland-
along with part ic ipants f rom across humanitar ian
research, pract ice and project  development.  I t  sought to
address the fol lowing quest ions:
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Reflect ing on the importance of  humanitar ian research to
Ir ish Aid,  Mary McCarthy emphasised that A Better
World  serves as a strong anchor,  conf i rming research
and learning as key components of  I re land's approach to  
internat ional  development.  There is a c lear
understanding of  the value of  an integrated research
agenda that takes an inter-discipl inary,  and also
intersect ional  approach to the quest ions:  Who are the
furthest behind? And what are the most ef fect ive routes
to reaching them, and empowering people on the
margins? 
 
Eavan O'Br ien and Stephen O'Driscol l  out l ined a number
of funding streams through the Ir ish Research Counci l
and Science Foundat ion Ireland. The IRC's New
Foundations and COALESCE awards and SFI 's Future
Innovator Prize  were highl ighted in part icular.
Commonal i t ies across both organisat ions included the
opportuni t ies for  funding at  a l l  career stages, and the
emphasis on partnership wi th government,  c iv i l  society,
and enterpr ise.  See the l is t  of  resources on p.  4 for
further detai ls on funding opportuni t ies.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR RESEARCH

https://www.dsaireland.org/
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The discussion highl ighted several  hal lmarks of  h igh-
qual i ty research. Research is of ten judged on quality
( including who is involved in the research and what is
their  t rack record);  clarity (does the proposal  ident i fy a
clear quest ion,  approach and purpose);  and innovation
( is there evidence of  innovat ion in tackl ing long-
standing chal lenges, apply ing new methods, and/or
communicat ing f indings).
 
The importance of  ethics was highl ighted throughout
the session. There was a speci f ic  discussion of  how
proposals that  demonstrate in-depth considerat ion of
ethical  matters throughout the cycle of  a project  are
often assessed highly,  as opposed to those that
approach ethics in a superf ic ia l  way, or only in some
phases of  the project .
 
 

HALLMARKS OF HIGH-QUALITY
RESEARCH

A common thread across the discussion was the
importance of  putting intended beneficiaries at the
centre  of  research, or as Stephen O'Driscol l  prompted
researchers to consider:  "Who do you serve?" Research
should not be done to a group of  people,  but with their
involvement f rom the beginning. 
 
This is of ten best achieved through partner ing with
organisat ions working with communit ies for  an extended
period of  t ime. Successful,  equitable partnerships  are
based on a process of  co-creat ion and wi l l  show a clear
rat ionale for  the inclusion of  d i f ferent partners and their
unique contr ibut ion at  every stage. Eavan O'Br ien
encouraged part ic ipants to recal l  that  engaged research
is done with partners,  rather than for  them. Resources
from Campus Engage can help researchers to design
col laborat ive,  engaged research (see the l is t  of
resources on p.  4 for  fur ther detai ls) .
 

END-USERS AT THE OUTSET: 
"WHO DO YOU SERVE?"
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Engaged
research  is
advanced  
with  community
partners  rather
than  for  or
about  them .
 
- Campus  Enage
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The Q&A raised the quest ion of  the best approaches to
communicat ing f indings and demonstrat ing impact.
Several  speakers highl ighted the importance of
using accessible language  for  a broader audience,
and tai lor ing mater ia l  to di f ferent end-users.
 
Whi le researchers can of ten communicate more
technical  f indings to peers and programming staf f ,
effective policy briefings  are of ten succinct ,
accompanied by a short  execut ive summary of  key
f indings, and include a focus on the impl icat ions for
donors ( the 'so what '  of  f indings).  I t  was also
recommended that,  where appl icable,  researchers
include visuals and infographics to communicate
complex f indings in an accessible way. Examples were
also given of  innovat ive approaches to disseminat ing
resul ts,  such as through visual arts,  theatre and
video .  Select ing an appropr iate format was l ikened to
choosing from a 'deck of  cards'  -  drawing on di f ferent
formats for  di f ferent intended audiences.
 
 

OUTPUTS AND IMPACT: 
"A DECK OF CARDS"

Mary McCarthy noted how the current global  heal th
cr is is highl ights the need to work across discipl ines
and si los,  draw on evidence, and put learning into
pract ice.  The cr is is has demonstrated the capaci ty to
adapt quickly and respond ef fect ively across the f ie ld,
but as we enter a chal lenging economic per iod,
speakers fe l t  i t  wi l l  be ever more important to
demonstrate the real-world impact of research .
 
Beyond short- term impacts,  a l l  presenters emphasised
that research wi l l  cont inue to be central  to
internat ional  development.  Researchers should retain
areas of  exist ing expert ise,  whi le consider ing ways to
take account of  COVID-19 in their  work.
 

THE GLOBAL CONTEXT:
RESEARCH & COVID-19

We  will  organise
our  research
agenda  around
our  policy
priorities:  gender
equality;  reducing
humanitarian
need;  climate
action;  and
strengthening
governance  [ . . . ]
We  will  also
encourage  a
challenge-based
approach  to
research ,  with  a
focus  on  outcomes
for  those  furthest
behind .
 
- A  Better  World



 
I re land's pol icy for
internat ional  development,
A Better World  (2019).
 
I r ish Research Counci l  l is t
of  funding opportunit ies
and ant ic ipated cal l
schedule.  
 
Science Foundat ion I reland
l ist  of  funding
opportunit ies  and related
guidance. 
 
I r ish research Funders'
Joint Statement on
COVID-19 (dated 13 March
2020).
 
The San Francisco
Declaration on Research
Assessment
(DORA)  (2013).
 
Campus Engage's How to
Guide: Engaged Research
- Practice and Principles .
(2019).
 
For more information and
updates on DSAI events,
and to become a member,
please visit
dsaireland.org.
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When identifying research areas,  consider the
broader pol icy context .  For example,  how does your
proposed research al ign wi th the SDGs at a global
level ,  or  key pol ic ies such as A Better World at the
nat ional  level?

When designing research,  include partners f rom the
outset and at  every stage of  the project .  Strong
partnerships are based on the co-creat ion of
knowledge, and demonstrate that partners have been
involved in design, planning and implementat ion.
Consider apply ing for seed funding, such as the Ir ish
Research Counci l 's  New Foundat ions grant,  to
faci l i tate network-bui ld ing.

When planning research, incorporate in-depth
ethical  considerat ions at  every stage of  the project
cycle.  Part icular ly given the chal lenging and complex
contexts in which humanitar ian research is carr ied
out,  i t  is  important to ident i fy potent ia l  r isks and
demonstrate the abi l i ty  to adapt and be agi le in your
approach. 

When carrying out research, make sure indiv iduals
and communit ies who are the intended benef ic iar ies
or end-users of  the research are engaged throughout
the process. Consistent ly revis i t  the quest ion of  what
impact your research wi l l  have on intended
benef ic iar ies,  adopt an ef fectual  approach, and
consider strategies such as engaging stakeholders
from outside academia as expert  representat ives.

When communicating f indings,  p lan for a range of
outputs in di f ferent formats.  Use accessible language
and target pol icy audiences with short ,  focused
mater ia l  that  emphasises the impl icat ions of  the
study's resul ts for  donors and governments.  Consider
innovat ive formats for  disseminat ing more widely,
such as v isual  ar ts,  theatre and video.

 

 

 

 

 

FIVE TIPS FOR EFFECTIVE
HUMANITARIAN RESEARCH

https://www.irishaid.ie/about-us/policy-for-international-development/
http://research.ie/funding/
https://www.sfi.ie/funding/
http://research.ie/2020/03/13/funders-joint-statement-on-covid-19/
https://sfdora.org/
http://www.campusengage.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Engaged-Research-Practice-and-Principles-Web.pdf
https://www.dsaireland.org/

