
 
Provided by the author(s) and University of Galway in accordance with publisher policies. Please cite the

published version when available.

Downloaded 2023-05-22T06:01:36Z

 

Some rights reserved. For more information, please see the item record link above.
 

Title
Perceived non-value added activities in the research grant
application process through a lean Six Sigma lens: Lean Six
Sigma in higher education.

Author(s) Brennan, Attracta; Dempsey, Mary

Publication
Date 2020-11-30

Publication
Information

Brennan, Attracta, & Dempsey, Mary. (2020). Perceived non-
value added activities in the research grant application process
through a lean Six Sigma lens. In Jiju  Antony (Ed.), Lean Six
Sigma in higher education: A practical guide for continuous
improvement professionals in higher education. United
Kingdom: Emerald Publishing Limited.

Publisher Emerald Publishing Limited

Link to
publisher's

version

https://books.emeraldinsight.com/page/detail/Lean-Six-Sigma-
in-Higher-Education/?k=9781787699304

Item record http://hdl.handle.net/10379/16373

https://aran.library.nuigalway.ie
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/ie/


Chapter 7 Perceived Non-Value Add Activities in the Research Grant 

Application Process – through a Lean Six Sigma Lens  

 

Attracta Brennan and Mary Dempsey, National University of Ireland, 

Galway, Republic of Ireland 

7.1 Introduction 

Universities as part of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) operate in a climate of reduced state 

funding and increased oversight and competitive performance pressures.  Universities are 

mandated to award degrees and other qualifications in addition to promoting and facilitating 

research.  A university’s income typically stems from student fees, state funding and research 

awards.  Ranking schemes such as the Times Higher Education (THE) and the Quacquarelli 

Symonds (QS) World University Rankings have meant that a university’s performance is readily 

visible and is increasingly being used as one of the selection criteria by students in their application 

decision.  Meanwhile, the increased competition for research funding from both an inter- and intra-

university perspective has resulted in researchers having a lower probability of funding success 

(Opipari, Lumeng, Youmans, & Silverstein, 2019).  This in turn can negatively impact university 

income generation while increasing waste associated with research time and other resources.  

Unsuccessful research funding bids can also result in “opportunity costs in lost research output” 

(p. 1) (Barnett, Herbert, Clarke, & Graves, 2014).  The drive towards better quality publication 

output coupled with increased competition for funding, has meant that researchers can spend 

between 2-8 months preparing research grant applications.  Un-intended internal process 

complexities and extant barriers aggravate the challenges inherent in research grant application 

preparation.  Consequently, universities must examine research grant application process steps to 

identify value and waste while integrating the voice of the applicant as a driver for efficiency.  

Efforts to maximise the success rate of research grant funding applications can provide gains not 

just for the researchers in terms of output and for the university in terms of reputation and financial 

stability, but also for society in terms of new knowledge generation and innovation. 



This chapter presents the results from a study which addresses the research question; “Using a 

Lean Six Sigma Lens, what are the perceived non-value add activities in the research grant 

application process in an Irish university?”  Based on the results analysis, a number of 

recommendations to enhance the research application process are provided.   

7.2 Key Drivers of the Research Grant Application Process 

The first university was founded in 859 AD in Fez, Morocco, with the term ‘university’ coined in 

Bologna in 1088.  In contrast to today’s universities, these early universities were established to 

cultivate knowledge and support inquiry and critical thinking (Brennan & Dempsey, 2018).  

Present day universities have a responsibility to contribute to the enrichment of society at a social, 

economic and educational level extending beyond  their students and their buildings to local, 

national and international communities (McArthur & Development, 2011).  Although the debate 

on the relationship between human capital, universities and economic growth continues (Pastor, 

Peraita, Serrano, & Soler, 2018), universities are nonetheless recognised as important sources of 

national economic growth (Johnson et al., 2016).  A study of regional economic data mapped 

against nearly 15,0000 universities spanning 78 countries has found strong evidence to suggest a 

positive correlation between an increase in university presence and economic growth (Valero & 

Van Reenen, 2019).  This analysis of nearly 70 years of data shows that a “10% increase in the 

number of universities is associated with over 0.4% higher Gross Domestic Products per capita in 

a region” (p. 66) (Valero & Van Reenen, 2019).   

 

Studies show that universities affect economic growth through graduates/human capital (Glaeser, 

La Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, & Shleifer, 2004) and innovation (Valero & Van Reenen, 2019).  In 

Ireland, 46% of 25-64 year olds have completed tertiary education.  This is above the Organisation 

for Economic Cooperation and Development average of 38% (OECD, 2019) and is regarded as 

one of the determining factors in foreign direct investment decisions.  Indeed, the economic benefit 

of such an educated cohort is reflected in national economic output (Tomlinson, 2008). 

 

Research-led universities are typically viewed as innovation incubators (Johnson et al., 2016) with 

innovation directly supported through the research undertaken by researchers either with or 

without associated industry partnerships and indirectly supported through increased educational 



supply (Valero & Van Reenen, 2019).  To maximise collaborative innovation opportunities, 

governments provide financial incentives to foster university-industry linkages and relationships 

(Abramovsky & Simpson, 2011).  These incentives, in combination with the recurrent grant 

allocation to cover operating costs, have resulted in a greater level of control exerted on HEIs 

regarding quality (Leathwood, 2005).  In contrast, Chinese universities are moving to a system of 

indirect supervision (Han & Xu, 2019).  While there has been a notable decline in the number of 

UK and US institutions in the top 200 World University Rankings, over a four year lookback, there 

has been a corresponding rise in the number and ranking of Chinese universities. For the fourth 

consecutive year, China has been ranked fourth, with improvements in the areas of; citation impact, 

share of international staff and share of international co-authorship.  These improvements have 

been enabled by the Chinese Government’s ‘Excellence’ initiatives and talent attraction 

programmes (THE, 2019). 

 

Schemes such as THE World University Rankings, THE World Reputation Ranking, THE 

University Impact Rankings and QS World University Rankings measure a university’s 

effectiveness along multiple performance indicators, including; teaching, research and interaction 

with industry (Attracta Brennan & Dempsey, 2018).  Today’s universities are under increasing 

pressure to rate highly in these schemes as studies show that prospective students increasingly use 

university ranking schemes to inform their selection decision regarding the ‘right’ type of 

university to which to apply (Attracta Brennan & Dempsey, 2018).  As one of the main drivers of 

a university’s performance, the race to attract high quality undergraduate and postgraduate students 

has resulted in a ‘push for’ longer term high quality research output including innovation.   

 

 

7.3 How Lean Six Sigma can support the Grant Application Performance  

Six Sigma is a methodology which aims to remove process defects and wastes and improve 

operational efficiency and performance (Antony, Sony, et al., 2019).  Having a similar purpose, 

Lean also seeks to eliminate waste.  However, the two methodologies differ in their approach 

regarding the source of this waste.  Six Sigma focuses on process variation whilst Lean 

concentrates on flow through value add and non-value add process activities.  When Lean and Six 



Sigma methodologies combine as Lean Six Sigma (LSS), this merging maximises their individual 

strengths as LSS addresses “the root cause of the problems related to process flow and waste and 

reduces variation within a process” (p. 511) (Antony, Forthun, et al., 2019). LSS strategies 

underpin continuous improvement (CI) programmes in manufacturing, service and public service 

organisations (Albliwi, Antony, & Lim, 2015).  When LSS for service is implemented 

successfully, the gains typically include significant increases in customer satisfaction and quality, 

reduced cost and an alignment of the speed of the associated processes with customer demand 

(Antony, Douglas, & Douglas, 2015; Li, Ely, & Laux, 2017).  LSS provides a set of tools including; 

Value Stream Mapping, Process Mapping, Voice of the Customer, 5S and Trend Charts.  These 

tools support organisations in; listening to the ‘voice of the customer’, removing non-value add 

process steps (i.e. waste), reducing quality cost, decreasing cycle time and delivering 

product/service at the expected time in the designated location.  Within the university context, LSS 

can be applied to identify, reduce or eliminate waste thereby increasing process efficiency and 

effectiveness (Antony, Ghadge, Ashby, & Cudney, 2018).  However, in implementing LSS in a 

tertiary environment, one needs to be more mindful that cultural issues and organisational 

structures are more complex than those for manufacturing companies and/or service organisations 

(Lu, Laux, & Antony, 2017).  

 

Challenges and barriers identified within the American university sector include (Simons, 2013); 

  (Li et al., 2017)(Raifsnider & Kurt, 2004):  

 

• Time preparing for accreditation.  

• Ineffective communication between units and departments thereby resulting in the 

establishment of silos.  

• Lack of process transparency in teaching, research, innovation and auxiliary processes. • 

Insufficient capacity to deal with funding application submissions during peak periods of 

funding calls.  

• Ignoring the customer’s voice.  

• Hidden costs.  

• Lack of simplification and streamlining of document-intensive processes.  

• Lack of student retention. 



Other more direct challenges within the university sector include the affordability of tuition and 

accountability.  Ultimately, universities are complex organisations comprising thousands of 

different processes and sub-processes (Balzer, Francis, Krehbiel, & Shea, 2016).  These processes 

consume significant resources in a university’s primary (i.e. teaching, research and innovation) 

and secondary (i.e. outreach and community knowledge initiatives) functions.  Clearly, 

universities will perform more effectively if waste in their processes can be reduced and/or 

eliminated (Balzer et al., 2016) and the accruing savings reinvested in resources such as staffing 

and/or equipment.  In an increasingly challenging environment of escalating competition, reduced 

state subsidies and increased oversight, universities are being forced to maximise operating 

margins through focusing on cost reduction initiatives (Comm & Mathaisel, 2005).  To facilitate 

these initiatives, universities are increasingly employing CI methodologies such as LSS to 

reduce/eliminate waste and improve processes efficiency (Albliwi et al., 2015). 

7.4  Challenges and Barriers within an Irish University’s Grant Application Process 

Students, staff and research are integral to a university’s performance, with state funding, student 

fees and research awards being the main contributors to income generation.  The Higher Education 

Authority (HEA) is Ireland’s statutory authority responsible for funding HEIs.  It oversees the 

development of education research policy and planning.  Following the 2008 economic recession, 

Irish universities continue to be autonomous in nature, but are accountable to the Minister for 

Education and Skills in the Department of Education and Skills (DES) through the HEA (Clarke, 

Drennan, Harmon, Hyde, & Politis, 2015).  Despite the Free Fees Initiative, introduced in 1996, 

Irish undergraduate students pay an annual registration fee of €3,000 with postgraduate fees 

ranging from €2,400 to €30,000 (A Brennan, Dempsey, & O'Dea, 2018; Cassells, 2016).   

Within a university setting, an academic is contracted to teach, research and contribute to the wider 

community in a 40:40:20 model (these proportions can vary inter-university).  While there are no 

specified upper or lower limits on the time allocated to the research funding application process, 

there is increasing pressure towards higher scientific productivity in the form of attracting research 

funding and high quality publication output (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2012). Academics and 

researchers customarily seek funding in a pattern that matches their role and workload 

responsibilities.  Roles associated with research grant applications can include; Academic, 



Researcher, Research Co-Coordinator and Research Project Manager.  Typically, the research 

application process can take anything from two months to a year dependent on the scale of the 

team and the amount of funding sought, with successful projects being awarded sufficient funds 

to finance projects for a defined term.  The research output from these projects is measurable and 

can act as a nexus between employment competency frameworks and promotion schemes, 

differentiating and ranking academics.  A study by (Clarke et al., 2015) on the Academic 

Profession in Ireland reported that on average, academics were granted funding from their own 

institutions (39%), national agencies (31%) and government agencies (13%).  Research income 

for the Irish university sector in 2015/2016 was in excess of €400 million (HEA (b), 2019). The 

main national funding agencies in Ireland are; Science Foundation Ireland (SFI), the Irish Research 

Council (IRC) and the Health Research Board (HRB).   

In bidding for research funding, tensions and divisions may exist between independent researchers 

and small research teams, and those within a large research team. Researchers who are part of 

virtual international research groups can have as much impact as those researchers who are aligned 

with physical research centres. Interestingly, the sharing of successful research applications is not 

a common practice among the academic community.  This is likely influenced by increased 

competition for limited tenure and promotion opportunities.  As “every aspect of university life is 

infused with gender in the form of undisclosed bias” (p. 4) (Howie & Tauchert, 2019), Irish 

research agencies require Irish universities to achieve Athena Swan accreditation in order to be 

eligible to apply for funding (HEA, 2018b).  As of 2019, all Irish universities have achieved Bronze 

accreditation which is valid for a period of 4 years. With approximately 25% of SFI grant awards 

granted to females, SFI has adopted a targeted gender strategy to redress ongoing gender imbalance 

in research awards.  The SFI Starting Investigator Research Grant Programme enforces equal 

representation from male and female applicants and has resulted in the number of female awardees 

doubling from 27% to 54% from 2013 to 2015 (SFI, 2019).  SFI has also set 2020 targets of 30% 

female award holders and research teams to comprise at least 40% of each gender (SFI, 2019).  In 

the UK, 1 in 7 engineers are female, with even less females completing computing degree 

programme (WES, 2018).  The national data (2017/2018) shows that 33.7% of Engineering 

postgraduate researchers are female, while 31.5% of Computer Science postgraduate researchers 

are female (HEA, 2018a).  Although SFI’s gender initiatives are evidencing an increase in the 



number of female award holders, more remains to be done to achieve a gender balance in research 

leadership. 

As the proportion of time spent on funding applications can range from 0%-86% (Clarke et al., 

2015), the purpose of this study was to identify, through an LSS lens, the challenges, barriers and 

wastes in the research grant application process as perceived by academics and researchers in an 

Irish university.   

7.5 Methodology 

Research funding is one of the main contributors to university income and is dependent on a high 

quality, exceptional application in a highly competitive environment (Opipari et al., 2019).  

Typically, the nexus of the research application process includes the quality of the idea, the internal 

research support function and the written application.  In this study, the Irish university has over 

1700 academic and research staff and has generated an annual income (comprising student fees 

and research income) of over €240 million for the academic year 2017/2018 (HEA, 2019).   

The research question for this study is; “Using a Lean Six Sigma Lens, what are the perceived non-

value add activities in the research grant application process in an Irish university?”  A 

Phenomenological research approach was followed as it “seeks to understand experiences and in 

particular the meaning people make from those experiences” (p. 379) (Letourneau, 2015).  

Consequently, this study explored the researchers’ personal views and lived experiences of the 

research grant application process for the purpose of identifying challenges, barriers and wastes in 

the application process and recommending an efficient and effective standardised grant application 

process.  To that end, an online survey was designed and interviews scheduled.  In order to validate 

the initial survey and ensure that the survey questions aligned with the research question, the 

survey was tested with 10 experts (5 academics and 5 researchers), all of whom were awarded 

large research grants (Couper & Miller, 2008).  The revised survey comprised three sections; 

general respondent information, perceived challenges and barriers in the research grant application 

bid process and perceived wasteful application activities.  To gather knowledge from a wide range 

of career stages, the authors used two criteria in the selection of the respondents; 1) research 

experience and 2) funding application experience (individually and/or as part of a team).  The 

survey was deployed to 240 researchers and academics across two disciplines.  Open for one 



month, the 13% response rate may affect the generalisability of the results, but can nonetheless 

shape reflections, lead to further exploration opportunities and provide important insights into the 

research grant application process.  Furthermore, in order to attain a deeper insight into the 

personal experiences of the potential use and challenges of LSS in the research grant application 

process, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 academics from three universities.   

The resultant qualitative data analysis carried out in this study was primarily at the level of 

semantic themes.  However where relevant, the authors delved deeper and examined the responses 

at the latent level.  Thematic analysis at the semantic level is defined as an examination of “…the 

explicit or surface meanings of the data” (p. 84) (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017).  Meanwhile 

Thematic analysis at the latent level is defined as the point at which one starts “to identify or 

examine the underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualisations – and ideologies” (p. 84) 

(Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). 

7.6 Key Findings  

7.6.1 Online Survey Results 

In this study, 64.5% (20) of the respondents described their role as academic with 35.5% (10) 

identifying their role as researcher.  The gender profile of respondents was 32.3% (10) female, 

61.3% (19) male and 6.4% (1) ‘other’.  

 

Research grant awards are important and enable universities to build their reputation, attract high 

quality students, drive innovation and entrepreneurship and contribute to knowledge and research 

for societal impact.  Research collaboration between universities and industry can result in 

reciprocal benefits.  Industry can gain from this collaboration through increased innovation 

capacity, greater access to basic and applied research and greater exposure to highly qualified 

graduates (Alves, Jose Marques, & Saur‐Amaral, 2007).  Universities can gain through increased 

access to industrial expertise and resources (i.e. hardware, software and personnel).  From a 

societal perspective, research has the potential to impact positively on economics, health, security 

and safety.  As expected, the most targeted funding calls indicated by the survey respondents were; 

SFI, the European Commission, Enterprise Ireland, IRC and HRB.  

 



The primary wastes which were identified in the research grant application process included;  

● Editing/revising the grant application document. 

● Liaising/waiting for communications from collaborators.  

● Waiting for information from the Research Office and collaborators.  

● Understanding research policies and procedures.  

● Inadequate training/mentoring. 

 

Respondents indicated that they spent from 10 to 840 hours/annum on grant application 

preparation with little evidence of success being directly proportional to the time spent.  Whilst 

the success rate for research applications can vary dependent on the funding call, the typical SFI 

success rate since 2011 has been 30% (SFI, 2018).  With a 3 in 10 chance of success, researchers 

spend time on an activity which has no immediate benefit and which even more significantly, can 

result in “opportunity costs in lost research output” (p. 1) (Herbert, Barnett, Clarke, & Graves, 

2013).  “At the heart of the structures of many academic institutions today is the question of 

research.  Power is often in the hands  of those who attract research funds and who are considered 

to be highly valuable assets as active researchers whose work has been included in the research 

assessment exercise” (p. 87) (Jackson & Jackson, 2004).  Given the direct costs of engagement in 

preparing research funding applications, universities must be mindful of the opportunity cost of 

spending hundreds of academic resource hours in bidding for funding in situations where the 

investment results in more expenditure than generated income. 

The perceived challenges and barriers in the research grant application process identified by the 

respondents included; 

● Lack of strategic thinking: Increased competition for limited funding has resulted in high 

failure rates.  With greater numbers of researchers aligned with centres of excellence, the 

chances of success for individual and/or small teams of researchers diminish.  There is also 

an inefficient use of resources and a waste of institutional time when researchers from the 

same university compete against each other for limited funding.  

● Identifying relevant collaborators: Individual or small research teams, regardless of their 

ability or status as part of an international team, can find themselves working in silos.  



Large research projects typically require a range of multi-disciplinary expertise.  However, 

inexperienced researchers may find it difficult to identify collaborators with the necessary 

and relevant expertise.  As industry collaboration with universities can help to increase the 

chance of funding success and maximise the effectiveness of research and development 

investment (Cunningham & Link, 2015), researchers can struggle to form alliances with 

relevant industry partners.   

● Eligibility: Researchers on fixed term contracts are typically deemed ineligible by funding 

agencies to act as Primary Investigators (PIs).  This can result in career invisibility in terms 

of their research leadership and research independence capacity building.  Permanent 

researchers and early stage researchers may also be ineligible to act as PIs and/or be 

considered ineligible, as a funder’s call criteria may require previous award success and/or 

evidence of senior authorship on a set number of publications and/or a lack of supervision 

experience.  Comments from the respondents included; “I am not on a permanent contract 

and that makes things more difficult” [Male researcher, 2 years in the role].  “Eligibility 

criteria such as the length since PhD was awarded, having supervised previously and 

previously having had a competitive grant are challenges” [Female academic, 20 years in 

the role].  As gender is considered to be “a determining feature in issues” relating to the 

research grant applications (p. 4) (Howie & Tauchert, 2019), more oversight is required to 

remove barriers and unconscious bias, in addition to monitoring gender equality trends. 

● Inefficient process: Inefficiencies in the research application process ranged from a lack 

of understanding regarding the procedure of filling out forms, to cost-estimation to a lack 

of clear support materials explaining administrative procedures (e.g. recruitment). These 

findings align with (Simons, 2013), who cited a lack of process transparency as a 

significant challenge in HEIs/universities, while (Raifsnider & Kurt, 2004) contended that 

a lack of simplification of document-intensive processes was a key HEI/university 

challenge.  The research webpage of Oxford University (ranked world number 1 from 

2015-2019 by THE World University Rankings) presents a support resource in the form of 

a simplified visual grant application flowchart detailing the different research activities; 

preparation, application, award, project management and project outputs (Oxford, 2019).  

The University of Harvard (ranked number 1 in 2019 by the THE World Reputation 

Ranking scheme) also provides a support resource in the form of a visual timeline of 



activities for the research grant application process (Harvard, 2019).  One of the biggest 

benefits of process visualisation tools such as flow charts, is that the sequence of activity 

flow is clearly represented and supports instant communication.  (Simons, 2013) 

recognised that ineffective communication strategies were additional HEI/university 

challenges. 

● Lack of support: Respondents identified the need for ‘hand holding’/training/guidance on 

institutional and funding agency research policies and procedures, in addition to 

mentorship in writing the funding application. 

● Insufficient time: Respondents indicated that a lack of available time for preparing and 

writing the research application was a major challenge.  This finding is in line with (Antony 

et al., 2012) who cited a lack of resources including time and budget as challenges. 

 

Although a causal relationship in all likelihood exists between identified reasons for failure (there 

was an average application success rate of 35%) and the challenges experienced by the researchers, 

the respondents cited the following six reasons for unsuccessful grant application bids; 

1. Insufficient experience and/or technical expertise. 

2. Personal ineligibility due to employment status and/or track record.  

3. Project ineligibility due to misalignment with the funding call’s objectives and a lack of 

partner suitability.  

4. Competition from established researchers, research teams and/or research centres. 

5. Compromised quality due to a lack of time/support. 

6. Reviewers’ failure to understand the project goals/scope and to effectively communicate 

feedback. 

7.6.2 Semi-Structured Interviews  

Ten academics across three universities were interviewed regarding the; (1) potential use of LSS 

in the research grant application process, (2)  benefits of using LSS and (3) challenges inherent in 

the use of LSS when applied to the research grant application process domain.  The top three issues 

relating to each theme are shown in Table 7.1. For the purpose of anonymity and General Data 

Protection Regulation, all names have been redacted. 



Potential use of LSS in the 

Research Grant Application 

Process to address non-value 

add activities 

LSS benefits LSS challenges  

University 1 

Academic 1 

1. Planning effective 

applications 

Reducing non-value added 

activities 

Correct application of 

tools 

2. Building a research grant 

team 

Driving productive 

conversations/meetings 

Dealing with people in 

other countries 

3. Choosing grants Maximising the benefit of search 

time 

Aligning lean with the 

grant process 

Academic 2 

1. Speeding up the 

application process 

Faster process ‘Red tape’ 

2. Better communication 

with grant provider/s 

Less time wasting A standard process 

across countries 

3. Selecting appropriate 

grants 

Easier to provide details Lean may not be 

completely compatible 

Academic  3 

1. Reducing overheads Faster process Current level of process 

will be hard to change 

     Agreement from all 

parties 

     Lack of LSS 

understanding  

University 2 

Academic 4 



1. Clearly defining success 

criteria in terms of 

measurement/metrics 

Supports continuous 

improvement 

Measures may vary 

from grant-to-grant 

("moving goalposts") 

2. Providing a way to 

benchmark between 

different schools within 

the University 

Provides an opportunity for all 

stakeholders to share views and 

understand the end-to-end 

process 

May not have access to 

good (and timely) data 

3. Providing all 

stakeholders with an 

insight into the processes 

underlying the grant 

applications process 

Provides a way to focus on what 

is measurable in terms of 

success criteria 

Difficult to find 

agreement on success 

criteria across 

disciplines 

Academic 5 

1. Process Flow charts to  

provide a clear 

understanding and 

facilitate grant team 

communication  

Value Stream Mapping 

the process from the 

funder and applicant 

perspective to eliminate 

any non-value add 

activity 

Kaizen to have specific 

events towards 

identifying and 

prioritising improvement 

opportunities 

Funder’s perspective it might 

result in better grant applications 

if the process is very clear and 

errors are limited 

Applicant’s perspective a better 

chance of reducing errors if the 

process is clear 

It needs someone to 

drive the change  

Behavioural change is 

always difficult –  

moving away from the 

‘we always do it this 

way’ mind set 

Time and resources  

A commitment from the 

applicant or funder 

group is needed – if 

they don’t believe in 

these methodologies –

may need convincing if 

they are not familiar.  

The mind-set that it 

might not be effective 



The potential for it not 

being done right or by 

the right people 

2. FMEA to assess cause 

and effect of errors 

(which could be defined 

as unsuccessful grants) 

could be used as an by 

applicants for individual 

grants, or by funders for 

groups of applications 

Supports assessing why a grant 

was unsuccessful 

 

3. 5 Why Analysis could be 

used to help improve the 

grant process from the 

funder: why have we 

very few applications, 

why have we too many 

unqualified applicants 

and/or why are the 

applications low quality 

An applicant can collect data 

intelligence on historical error 

(unsuccessful application) 

towards improving for future 

applications 

 

4. System Diagrams could 

be used to give a high 

level view of a complex 

grant application 

Helps to coordinate large grant 

applications. 

 

Academic  6 

1. Optimises the use of time 

spent on proposals 

 

 Creative process of 

writing applications 

usually hard to 

quantify/measure and 

increase leanness 



2. Aids decision regarding 

which proposals to work 

on 

 

 

 Core differentiating 

knowledge re: proposal 

writing usually locked 

in one person. Hard to 

apply LSS to small 

numbers or single 

people 

3. Identifies any areas that 

continually cause 

proposal rejection  

 A large part of the 

proposal process is 

waiting for it to be 

reviewed and waiting 

for various admin steps; 

both usually out of your 

control 

Academic 7 

1. 

 

Eliminates waste Eliminate activities that don't 

contribute to choosing the best 

applications 

Need deep analysis 

involving the 

evaluators.  

Need to fine-tune the 

assessment criteria to 

ensure that the best 

proposals get the best 

score, and that 

proposals are ranked 

absolutely correctly 

2  Eliminates proposal 

documentation/parts of the 

application that don't impact the 

outcome (the bloat). 

Mindset exists that big 

funding requires big 

proposals 



3 Reduces variability Results in a similar outcome 

regardless of the reviewers 

Evaluators have 

individual styles and 

preferences/biases 

4 Improves the process Better feedback to proposers 

Attracts better evaluators 

Evaluation is not 

usually given the 

resources and time 

required to do a really 

good job 

5 Focuses on the customer Consistent feedback given to 

proposers on specific issues 

Asking the proposers 

what feedback they 

would like to get is 

probably considered 

revolutionary.  

There is a 'black box' 

mentality regarding 

proposal evaluation 

Academic 8 

1. Puts the applicant in the 

center of the process 

Applicant’s voice is included May not be understood 

by the 

applicant/customer 

2. Eliminates 

waste/streamlines the 

process 

 Funders may not ‘buy 

into’ LSS 

3. Creates a more targeted 

process 

Uncovers waste and creates flow A gender bias exists 

which is difficult to 

shift 

Academic 9 

1. Identifies waste Greater clarity and 

understanding of the root causes 

of waste 

Getting everyone on 

board especially top 

management 



2. Hears the customer’s 

voice  

Potentially higher application 

success rates 

How to encourage a 

change in mindsets 

3. Clarifies the steps in the 

research grant 

application process 

A more streamlined and 

navigable process 

Access to the relevant 

people 

 

University 3 

Academic 10 

1. Identification of waste 

and non-value added 

activities  

More efficient and less wasteful 

processes 

Lack of training and 

knowledge of LSS may 

make stakeholder buy-

in difficult 

2. Provides a methodology 

for continuous 

improvement within the 

application process 

Identifies improvements and 

makes the process more efficient 

Stakeholders may not 

see the need for 

improvement 

3. Provides more "right first 

time" applications 

Less rework involved and less 

drafts and iterations in the 

applications process 

Lack of 

training/knowledge/buy 

in from stakeholders  

Table 7.1 Semi-structured interviews 

 

In summary, team building, inter and intra communication, the application process, the provision 

of application exemplars and time factors were the areas identified by the ten academics as having 

the most potential for positive change through the application of LSS in the Research Grant 

Application Process.  The academics perceived the main benefits of applying LSS to include; better 

time management, improved process efficiency, enhanced communication and feedback, and the 

creation of a supportive environment for post-application analysis.  Meanwhile, the perceived 

challenges included; lack of training and knowledge, lack of clear understanding of LSS and 

difficulty in changing mindsets. 

 



7.7 Implications of the Study 

Studies show that lean principles and practices can be applied to university processes to improve 

service efficiency and effectiveness (Balzer et al., 2016).  However, a gap exists regarding the 

application of LSS to those university services which by nature contain high human input and 

expectations (Li et al., 2017).  Research funding and output are critical to universities from a 

reputational, student, staff, industry collaboration, innovation and knowledge creation context.  By 

employing an LSS approach in the research grant application process, a university can reduce 

waste in time and resources, both of which are especially important in an environment of reduced 

state funding. Another major implication of this study is the responsibility for research funding 

bodies regarding both the eligibility criteria for PIs to ensure visibility of the lead researcher 

regardless of employment status or level in a university and the quality of the reviewer feedback 

to ensure that unsuccessful applicants receive constructive feedback.  The majority of the 

respondents reported that they were dis-satisfied and discouraged with reviewer feedback and 

indicated significant discrepancies between the reviewers’ comments and the content of their 

application.   

 

7.8 Limitations of the Study 

This research was based on a pilot study of the perceived non-value add activities in the research 

grant application process in an Irish university.  The results from this study can be used to inform 

the next stage of the research where empirical studies will be carried out in other Irish universities 

to understand national perspectives on research application processes with a view to developing a 

practical roadmap for the implementation of LSS as an improvement methodology in the research 

grant application process.  As already outlined, the response rate in this study was 13% and whilst 

this may affect the generalizability of the results, it does not mitigate against reflection and insight 

and recommendations for process improvement in the research grant application activity. An 

additional limitation of this study was that the research was carried out pre Covid-19.  Since March 

12th, Covid-19 is proving to be a significant challenge for the Irish research community and is 

compounding some of the barriers and challenges identified in this study. 

 

https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/IJQRM-08-2014-0119


7.9 Recommendations and directions for Further Research  

Although LSS has been adopted by a number of Irish HEIs, there is a paucity of research regarding 

an integrated LSS approach for waste reduction in the research grant application process.  As such, 

the results from this study can be used to inform the next stage of the research where empirical 

studies will be carried out in other Irish HEIs, followed by a global empirical study to identify 

challenges, barriers, wastes and enablers in the grant application process.  In parallel, a practical 

roadmap for LSS implementation as an improvement methodology in the research grant 

application process will be developed in consultation with all stakeholders including; universities, 

researchers, professional services and funding agencies. Given the expanding nature of 

international cooperation and remote working, researchers who are part of virtual groups have as 

much impact as those researchers who are aligned with physical research centres.  This 

consultation process is advised as the first step in achieving the recommendations and 

consolidating less wasteful approaches to the research grant application process.  As part of the 

consultation, the following questions need to be considered: do all researchers need to be aligned 

to a research centre?  Is this infringing on or constraining academic freedom?  Will this impact on 

the democratisation of research?  

 

Notwithstanding these questions, the following individual and collective arrangements are 

recommended based on primary and secondary research findings (Table 7.2.); 

Universities 

 

Allocate more time to networking, acquiring collaborators and 

coordinating across teams 

Provide focused and targeted mentorship and development 

programmes 

Clarify Research Office staff roles and responsibilities 

Develop a visual roadmap to support the navigation of institutional 

policies and requirements  

Manage tensions between individual researchers/small research teams 

and large centre based researchers.  

Set-up ‘mock’ peer review process prior to research grant submission. 

Provide checklists for internal review  



Introduce mentoring schemes to match established academics and/or 

researchers with novice/unsuccessful academics/researchers 

Provide assistance in; proposal management, timeline development, 

budgeting, compliance, formatting and general grantsmanship 

Universities, HEA 

and Research 

Funding Agencies 

Revise eligibility criteria and remove barriers to mitigate against 

structural and cultural barriers which challenge the full participation of 

staff in under-represented areas  

Structure career pathways appropriately to mitigate against precarious 

employment contracts  

Standardise funding agency requirements (e.g. researcher salary, 

overhead, budget structure) 

Table 7.2 Recommendations 

 

A further recommendation is to consolidate expertise by developing a management by visibility 

system as a ‘one stop research application shop’ where researchers can submit a short expression 

of interest (EOI)/intent for a funding call, outline their preliminary research idea and view the 

research interests and expertise of other researchers resulting in themed applications and 

clusters/communities of expertise.  Inspired by Facebook’s event page, an example of such a 

system is presented in Figure 7.1.  This management by visibility system could support researchers 

working in a Covid-19 pandemic environment. 

 

Its functionality could include an alert calendar system for internal review and automatic 

submission dates; a reply with intent to trigger the calendar entry and private or public research 

clusters option to meet and ‘brainstorm’ ideas.  Based on the interest expressed in the funding 

calls, staff from the Research Office can cluster EOIs to highlight similar themes and encourage 

appropriate mentor partners.  Such a tool could support researchers in using their time efficiently 

and consolidate application preparation and intellectual time, thereby reducing internal 

competition and mitigating against the decision to commence larger projects.  By supporting 

researchers, this tool could link researchers locally, nationally and internationally, whilst 

maximising expertise and output. A resource databank with open access to exemplar applications 



and local access to unsuccessful applications could be maintained. Clearly, it is important to ensure 

the survival of good ideas so that they can be recycled and revised. 

 

 

Figure 7.1 Research grant application support tool 

 

The recommendations outlined in Table 7.2 align with the following initiatives implemented by 

(Opipari et al., 2019) to increase the research funding success rate for early stage researchers from 

17% to 60%;  

● Ensure transparency among faculty to establish research clusters.  

● Strengthen researchers’ orthographic skills.  

● Mentor early and mid-stage researchers. 

● Application peer review by established researchers.   

7.10 Summary 

Universities as part of HEIs have a responsibility to contribute to the enrichment of society from 

a social, economic and educational perspective whilst remaining buoyant.  However, in a highly 

competitive environment, universities are under increasing financial and performance pressures 

which are acerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic crisis. 



 

 Studies show that they face waste challenges such as; accreditation preparation time, ineffective 

communication, lack of process transparency, not listening to the voice of the customer, lack of 

document simplification, lack of student retention, affordability of tuition and accountability.  

However, one area in which there is a paucity of research is that of the challenges, barriers and 

wastes in the research grant application process.  Consequently, this study focused on researchers’ 

and academics’ perceptions and lived experiences of the research grant application process in an 

Irish university.   

While research grant application processes may differ across universities, it is not unreasonable to 

assume that the research application process experienced by the respondents in this study is similar 

to that experienced by the majority of researchers and academics.  The university in this study has 

over 1700 academic and research staff and generated an annual income of over €240 million for 

the academic year 2017/2018.  In order to address the research question; “Using a Lean Six Sigma 

Lens, what are the perceived non-value add activities in the research grant application process in 

an Irish University?” an online survey was deployed to 240 researchers and academics across two 

schools, achieving a response rate of 13%.  Semi-structured interviews were also conducted with 

ten academics from three research intensive universities to elicit their views of the potential uses, 

benefits and challenges of applying LSS to the research grant application process. The survey was 

deployed and the semi-structured interviews were conducted pre Covid-19. 

The key findings from this study list the challenges, barriers and wastes which collectively make 

it more difficult to achieve research award success.   

The main identified wastes related to orthography, internal and external communication and 

inadequate training and support.  These wastes resulted in wasted time searching for the relevant 

policies and procedures.  Regarding the challenges and barriers in the research grant application 

process, respondents commented on the time pressures to form clusters of expertise and where 

necessary, liaise with industry.  The more inexperienced researchers indicated greater difficulty 

identifying collaborators. This challenge has been further acerbated by Covid-19. 



Respondents commented that with increased competition for limited funding, time and resources 

were wasted when researchers from the same university competed against each other.  

Notwithstanding a superlative idea, the relevant expertise and high orthographic skills, respondents 

commented that; fixed term contracts, a lack of supervision experience and/or limited success in 

previous research grant bids typically resulted in them being deemed ineligible to be PI.  They 

commented that due to a lack of transparency and document simplicity, they had an ensuing 

difficulty in understanding the procedure of filling out forms and cost estimating.  They also 

indicated a lack of clear support materials explaining administrative procedures.  This is important, 

as each funding agency has a unique set of requirements in terms of research salary and overhead 

etc.  Respondents ranked support/training on the research policies and procedures for both the 

institution and the funding agency, and support/mentorship in writing the funding application very 

highly. 

The wastes in the research grant application process, as identified by the respondent can be tackled 

by CI methodologies such as LSS.  LSS comprises a set of tools which can be used to firstly 

identify the root cause of those process problems which result in waste and then provide solutions 

to eliminate waste/defects and reduce process variation.  The successful implementation of LSS 

can result in customer satisfaction and quality, the removal of non-value add process steps and 

reduced cost (Antony, Douglas, et al., 2015; Li et al., 2017). 

The main recommendations from this study are; 

● Internal: a consultation process with all stakeholders, targeted mentorship, more inclusive 

eligibility criteria, multidisciplinary teams of researchers and administrators, access to 

successful application exemplars and the provision of visual tools including visual process 

flow charts and checklists of the activities and steps in the research grant application 

process.   

● National: a consultation process with national agencies for the standardisation of funders’ 

application processes including budgets and researcher salaries with the aim of creating an 

efficient funding application system. 

● System: the development of a Management by Visibility system to reduce wasted 

application preparation and intellectual time, and support and create mentorship and PI 

opportunities for research teams whilst maximising expertise and accelerating output.  

 



Designed for researchers and administrative support services, this tool is particularly 

relevant given the challenges of Covid-19, as it will: 

○ support the selection of an appropriate funder and the navigation of institutional 

policies and requirements, 

○ facilitate an improved communication process and manage expressions of 

interest/intent outlining preliminary research ideas, 

○ develop themed applications and clusters of expertise, 

○ alert researchers to attend meetings for collaboration and mentoring purposes, 

○ enable inexperienced researchers to act as PIs, 

○ result in more productive and efficient work methods whilst providing guidance 

throughout the research grant application process. 

 

Ultimately, the success of these recommendations is highly dependent on strong senior 

management support/‘buy-in’ from the university and the funding agencies, a committed 

consultative partnership between all stakeholders and investment from the HEA and the DES.  The 

goal of this consultative partnership should be to improve the research grant application process 

by; promoting local and international collaboration and networking, removing barriers to 

eligibility and creating a culture of support through mentorship to improve the overall performance 

of the researchers’ experience with the research grant application process.  Having identified 

challenges, barriers and wastes in the research grant application process, the next step is to conduct 

a national empirical study and determine the appropriate tools and methodologies to address 

identified challenges, barriers and wastes.   

 

In conclusion, opportunities exist for improvement in HEI processes.  (Time & Meyer, 1990) 

provide evidence for the 25-20 rule where “every 25% reduction in elapsed time will double 

productivity and reduce costs 20%”.  As the research income for Irish universities in 2015/2016 

was €400 million, a saving in researchers’ time of 25% has the potential to generate an additional 

€400 million per annum.  This is surely an incentive for HEIs to embrace LSS and understand its 

potential for identifying and removing process waste. LSS deployment in an HEI Covid-19 

environment is now of greater urgency than ever before. 
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