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The FSBI Small Research Grants scheme has been running for 25 years, after its 22 

initiation during the Society’s 25th Anniversary in 1992, whereas the Wyn Wheeler 23 

Grant for retired researchers was started during the 40th Anniversary year. Over this 24 

time some £560 000 has been awarded to researchers, and it is argued that this has had 25 

a disproportionately positive contribution on fish research and researchers as 26 

evidenced by journal articles produced as a result of initial FSBI funding and the career 27 

trajectories of some recipients. These grants also reflect the international reach of the 28 

Society, and the increasing involvement of female researchers in fish research. 29 

 30 

As a charitable body, The Fisheries Society of the British Isles (FSBI) has a list of 31 

charitable objectives, outlined in its Constitution, which serve to underpin the activities 32 

of the Society (FSBI, 2017). Amongst these is an objective (Paragraph 2.4) for the 33 

“provision of …. small research grants” to researchers in fish and fisheries biology (FSBI, 34 

2017), placing an obligation on the Society in this regard. It was in this context that the 35 

Society’s Small Research Grant (SRG) scheme was initiated during its 25th anniversary 36 

year in 1992. Initially the budget was set at £5 000 per annum (FSBI, 1992), but this was 37 

almost immediately increased to £10 000 within the first year, and subsequently to £12 38 

000 the following year. Further budget increments were implemented in 2000 (£25 39 

000), 2005 (£30 000) and, most recently 2010 (£46 000). This last increase also took 40 

account of the introduction, in the 40th Anniversary year (2007), of the Wyn Wheeler 41 

Grant aimed at providing support for retired researchers wishing to undertake further 42 

research, but being ineligible for other funding sources (FSBI, 2007). This scheme was 43 

named in honour and memory of the distinguished fish research scientist and founding 44 

member of the FSBI, Alwyne Wheeler, who had died the previous year (FSBI, 2007).  45 
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During their existence, the two grant schemes have disbursed almost £560 000, with 46 

SRG maximum value increasing from £1 000 (1992) to £3 000 (2000) and finally to the 47 

present £5 000 in 2008. Wyn Wheeler grants have consistently had a maximum 48 

allowable award of £6 000. 49 

The question naturally arises of the degree to which the SRG scheme at least 50 

meets, and potentially exceeds, relevant components of the charitable aims of the 51 

Society. The purpose of this communication is to assess the level of support that has 52 

been given over the years and the extent to which this has furthered the Society’s 53 

charitable aims, as well as trying to gain some insight into the influence which the SRG 54 

scheme has had.  This latter point is rather difficult to define, but will be taken here to 55 

mean evidence of SRG support contributing to publications in respected scientific 56 

journals and the support of members who have shown career progression within the 57 

subject area of fish biology.  In addition, an attempt will be made to quantify the 58 

international reach of the SRG scheme, the degree to which it supports early career 59 

researchers and the degree to which there is equitability between female and male 60 

applicants. 61 

Over the 25 years of its operation, the SRG has awarded approximately £530 62 

000, a mean of just over £21 000 per year, with a further £30 000 through the five Wyn 63 

Wheeler Grant awards made since its inception 10 years ago. Unfortunately, it has not 64 

been possible to trace all the publications deriving from this research, although there 65 

are several examples of papers in high profile journals, across a variety of research 66 

areas, acknowledging the support of the FSBI SRG scheme: for example,  Lucas & Frear 67 

(1997), freshwater migrations; Powell et al. (2000), physiology; Arnal et al. (2001), 68 

cleaning symbiosis; Coward et al. (2003), reproduction; Sims et al. (2008), large 69 
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predator behaviour; Hayden et al. (2013), ecology; Hasenjager & Dugatkin (2017), 70 

shoaling. The importance of the scheme can be inferred as a pump-prime and 71 

supplementary support for important fish biological research across a range of topics. 72 

Likewise, the number of recipients of SRG funding who are still involved professionally 73 

in fish biology is impressive, including many who have subsequently established careers 74 

in fish biology and gone on to serve on the Council of the Society, indicating their 75 

ongoing commitment to the aims of FSBI. Whether SRG funding has been instrumental 76 

in retaining or encouraging these researchers in fish biology is impossible to gauge, but 77 

it is certainly the case that SRG awards often contribute to larger bodies of work 78 

sustained over years to decades, e.g. Sims et al. (2008), rather than small isolated 79 

studies which prove to be one-offs. Nevertheless, SRG funding has also supported some 80 

of these smaller projects as well, which may also represent valuable contributions as 81 

long as they are reported and the information made available. 82 

In terms of applications, a reliable breakdown is only available since 2007 (Fig. 83 

1), and this shows there has been a consistent increase in applications year-on-year 84 

from about 40 per year in 2007 to approaching 70 per year in 2017. The amount funded 85 

has also increased as a result of increasing budget, such that the SRG spend is now the 86 

second largest item of Society expenditure after studentships (FSBI, 2016).   87 

Interestingly, the success rate of grants has remained relatively stable at around 88 

20 %, despite the increase in applications (Fig. 1), implying that larger numbers of 89 

applications are being funded by the increased budget. Indeed the average annual 90 

number of awards is now about 12 compared to around eight in 2007-08. 91 

The distribution of grants to different career stages indicates that almost three-92 

quarters go to early career researchers (undergraduate/Masters/PhD/PDRA; Fig. 2), 93 
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reflecting an active preference for grants to this career stage, as stated in the grant 94 

application procedures.  Nevertheless, applications from established researchers are 95 

also successful, often supporting research into taxa (e.g. elasmobranchs; coregonids) or 96 

topics of significance in fish biology (e.g. immunology of threatened species), which 97 

would be difficult to fund from traditional sources (e.g. research councils) without pilot 98 

data. 99 

In relation to geographical origins of applications, detailed information is only 100 

available from 2011 onwards.  This shows that applications have been submitted from 101 

25 nations, with the majority from the UK (60%), followed by Australia (8%), USA (7%) 102 

and Canada (3%).  The remainder represented 16 countries from Europe, two from 103 

South America, two from Africa, as well as New Zealand. Awards made show a similar 104 

distribution to applications, with most going to the UK (65 %), followed by elsewhere in 105 

Europe (15 %), North America (9 %), Australasia (8 %) and South Africa (3 %).  There 106 

have recently been rising applications from South America, reflecting increasing Society 107 

activity here, but there have been very few from either Asia or Africa (with the 108 

exception of South Africa), perhaps reflecting a lack of FSBI profile in these regions and 109 

suggesting places where the Society might focus activity in future regarding its 110 

international reach. 111 

Gender balance in both applications and awards appears to be reasonable, with 112 

grants to female researchers representing 44 % of awards since 2011, but this value 113 

increasing to 59 % over the last two years. This reflects the proportion of applications 114 

from women, but may also represent an increase in the number of women active in fish 115 

biology, particularly at the early career stages favoured by SRG awards (Fig. 2), given 116 

the rise over this time in the proportion of female biology postgraduates from 52 % in 117 
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2007-2008 (Kirkup et al., 2010) to 67 % in 2013-2014 (WISE, 2015). It will be highly 118 

pertinent to follow the future career paths of these recent female SRG recipients, given 119 

ongoing concern over poor representation of women in senior professional and 120 

academic positions in the life sciences (Peters & Lane, 2015). 121 

In conclusion, the SRG scheme has funded an extensive variety of fish research 122 

topics over a wide geographical range, particularly supporting early career researchers, 123 

thus meeting the charitable aims of the Society.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that this 124 

support, while relatively small (about equivalent to 2 – 3 UK standard research grants 125 

spread over 25 years), has resulted in a good number of influential publications and has 126 

supported the careers of fish biology researchers.   The grant awards have reflected the 127 

increasing number of women working in fish biology, to the point where now a majority 128 

of recipients are female.  Areas for future focus include the promotion of the scheme, 129 

and therefore the Society, in under-represented areas, especially Asia and Africa, as well 130 

as continued monitoring of the details of all applicants and grant recipients to enable 131 

better quantification of impact of the SRG scheme in future. 132 

 133 

Thanks to John Pinnegar, Andrew Gill, Tom Lean and Paul Hart for providing 134 

much useful information. This paper was presented as a poster at the FSBI 50th 135 

Anniversary meeting at Exeter, UK, July 2017. 136 

 137 
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Figure Legends 182 

Fig. 1. Number of applications (closed squares, solid line), value of awards (closed 183 

circles, large dashed line) and percentage of applications funded (open circles, small 184 

dashed line) by FSBI Small Research Grants (SRG) committee between 2007 and 2017.  185 

? = projected total applications for 2017.  Fine dotted line = trend-line for number of 186 

applications.  Horizontal fine solid lines = SRG budget (£35 k, 2007-2010; £46 k, 2010-187 

2017). 188 

 189 

Fig. 2. Frequency distribution of grant awards by researcher category, 2014-2017.  PhD 190 

= doctoral student; UG/MSc = undergraduate/masters student; PDRA = post-doctoral 191 

research associate; Lecturer = junior faculty; Other staff = senior faculty and other 192 

professional categories; WW = Wyn Wheeler grant (retired staff).  Inset – percentage 193 

distribution of awards between grouped categories. EC = early career (PDRA + PhD + 194 

UG/MSc); S = staff (lecturer + other staff) .  Total awards n = 39. 195 

  196 
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Fig. 2 199 
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