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To begin, please tell us how the MRF 
came to fruition.

MRF was founded by a family who 
tragically lost their son to meningitis 
just over 30 years ago. Driven by this 
awful experience, they decided it was 
important to set up a charity that could 
raise awareness and increase research 
into the disease so that other families 
did not have to go through what they 
had.

You became the Chief Executive 
of the MRF in 2015, bringing with 
you a wealth of diverse leadership 
experience. What are your aims for 
MRF?

Our aims are driven by the families we 
support. They ask us to help prevent 
new cases, to ensure those who do get 
the disease are diagnosed and treated 
effectively by trained and resourced 
health workers, and to make sure 
people have the information, advice and 
support they need. We achieve this by 
enabling research that supports better 
policy and by transforming engagement 
in meningitis as an issue from global 
policy right down to individuals and the 
support they need. If we’re successful, 
this will ensure MRF stays the world’s 
leading meningitis charity.

Meningitis and septicaemia are serious, life-threatening illnesses 
that can kill within hours. The Meningitis Research Foundation (MRF) 
is the leading UK, Irish and international charity working to bring 
together people and expertise to defeat these diseases. In this exclusive 
interview, we speak with Vinny Smith, Chief Executive, to hear about 
their vital work, key achievements and future plans.

What would you say are MRF’s most 
important achievements to date?

When MRF was founded, outbreaks 
in the UK and Ireland were at far 
higher levels than they are today. 
Thanks to our work and our partners, 
rates in the UK and Ireland have 
come down significantly since then 
through the introduction of new 
and effective vaccines. This is an 
incredible achievement that we and 
our supporters played a major role 
in achieving. Over the past 3 years 
we built on this great platform and in 
November last year the World Health 
Assembly passed its first ever resolution 
on meningitis with a goal to defeat the 
disease by 2030. We led the calls for this 
to happen and have been instrumental 
in the process. 

How does MRF support research? 
What types of research do you focus 
on?

We support research in four ways. By 
convening people and expertise through 
research conferences, meetings and the 
Global Meningitis Genome Partnership 
for which we are the secretariat. We 
directly fund research, for example, 
into genomics building on the success 
of the MRF Meningococcal Genome 
Library and Global Meningitis Genome 
Library. We partner on research into 
long term impact of meningitis in 
people’s lives. And we create and share 
the best available data and evidence on 
progress being made against meningitis 
around the world through the Meningitis 
Progress Tracker.
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How is the general public involved in your work?

Our supporters and public shape our whole strategy and 
approach. In the past three years they have been instrumental 
in guiding the priorities of the new global roadmap for 
meningitis and we have just finished consulting with them 
about our next 5-year strategy. They have also often been 
directly involved in research as participants in studies or trials. 
On top of that, they are the most incredible advocates for 
change, holding policy makers to account and demanding 
change. 

We are, of course, in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
How has this affected the work of MRF?

As an organisation everything has changed. As with most other 
charities, our income has dramatically decreased for the time 
being because supporters cannot fundraise like they used to 
because of lockdown measures that have to be in place. This 
means we have had to reduce our investment in research, make 
some people redundant, move office, work from home, and 
put some work on hold as a result. But what drives us and what 
motivates our team and our supporters and the public hasn’t 
changed at all. That’s why, with their help, we’re still here and 
with the news of coming vaccine programmes we continue to 
be optimistic about our work.

Finally, looking now to the future, MRF has the stated aim 
of defeating meningitis by 2030. What will this ambitious 
goal involve over the next ten years?

In short it requires the largest global collaborative effort for 
meningitis ever attempted. It will mean ending epidemics; 
dramatically reducing new preventable cases; and ensuring the 
people who do survive with after affects including disability get 
the support they need. This requires better use of and access 
to existing vaccines as well as new vaccines. It requires better 
diagnosis and treatment, including new rapid diagnostic tests. 
It requires better surveillance and data on the disease and its 
impact. It needs support for people living with the often lifetime 
impact of ‘surviving’. It requires engagement, advocacy and 
awareness for policy makers and citizens to deliver change on 
the ground. And of course it will need funding – lots of it.
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