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Goals of Peer Review
Thorough and fair evaluation of scientific and technical merit

Focus of Peer Review
Impact: Will the research have a sustained, powerful effect on the 
research field involved?

Tools for Current Reviews
 Templates-structured for your critiques
 1-9 scoring scale (1=exceptional, 9= poor)
 Each application gets five individual criterion scores (Significance, 

Investigator(s), Innovation, Approach, Environment) 
 Each application gets one Overall Impact Score



Pre-Meeting Reviewer Responsibilities

 Use Internet Assisted Review (IAR) in Commons to access your assigned 
applications, and to post your critiques and scores

 Check assigned applications for potential conflicts, scientific appropriateness 
for your expertise, and need for additional expertise. Alert SRO promptly if 
you identify any of these issues. 

 Sign your pre-meeting Conflict of Interest (COI) form in IAR

 Make travel arrangements as soon as possible

 Contact SRO if an applicant, another reviewer or anyone else tries to contact 
you regarding an application; or if you suspect misconduct, or the appearance 
of misconduct
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Examine Assigned Applications
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 Is this an R01,  R15,  R21 or  R03?  Check the Face page of the application and 
see specific guidelines

 Is this a Resubmission (A1)?  If so, look for the Introduction from the investigator 
to document the changes in this version

 Is this a Renewal? If so, look for evidence of progress/list of publications in the 
last project period.

 Are there Human Subjects or Vertebrate Animals involved?



Sections of the Grant Application

 Face page
 Identifying information; New/Early Stage Investigator  (NI/ESI) or Established 

Investigator; Single or Multiple PI application; use of Human Subjects or 
Vertebrate Animals

 Project Description
 Facilities and Equipment  
 For ESIs, may describe institutional investment in investigator’s success; aligns 

with Environment criterion
 Biographical Sketch  
 Personal Statement, publications and current support 
 Specific Aims 
 Research Strategy 
 Includes Significance, Innovation, Approach and Preliminary Studies/Progress 

Report
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Getting Ready to Review

 For all assigned applications, prepare to write a complete critique or an Overall 
Impact paragraph depending on SRO instructions. Emphasize score-driving 
issues. 

 Prepare to provide scores for each of the 5 criteria below on a 9 point scale. 
Bring up score-driving issues
 What is the Significance of the project
 Are the Investigators capable?
 Is there Innovation in the application
 Is the Approach sound?
 Will the Environment contribute to the projects’ success? 

 Prepare to provide an Overall Impact paragraph and Preliminary Overall Impact 
score based on the above evaluations
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Overall Impact

 Overall Impact: 

 What is the likelihood of the research to exert a sustained, powerful 
influence on the research field?

 The Overall Impact can be influenced by all 5 criteria (Significance, 
Investigator,  Innovation, Approach, Environment) weighted based on the 
reviewer’s judgment
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Criterion 1: Significance

Significance, unlike Overall Impact, assumes success

 Consider whether this specific project advances the field; not whether the 
field is important
 Assuming that all the aims are successful, does the project address an 
important problem or a critical barrier to progress in the field, or has the 
ability to improve knowledge, technical capability or clinical practice in a 
major (1-3), moderate (4-6) or minor (7-9) way? 
 Score the Significance criterion independently of your evaluation and 
scoring of the other 4 review criteria
 Note that relevance to human disease is not required for significance
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 Is/are the investigator(s) qualified to conduct the project? Examine training,  
publication records and roles in the project

 If ESI or NIs, do they have appropriate experience and training? Expect fewer 
publications and/or less preliminary data from ESIs

 The Investigator’s independence is not a score-driving issue

 If Established Investigators, have they demonstrated an ongoing record of 
accomplishments ? 

 If this is a Multiple PI application, is the Leadership Plan appropriate?

Criterion 2 : Investigators
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 Does this application employ novel theoretical concepts, approaches, 
methodologies, instrumentation or interventions? 

 Are these factors novel overall in science, or novel for a particular field of 
research?

 Does it challenge or seek to shift current research or clinical practice 
paradigms? 

Criterion 3: Innovation 
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Criterion 4: Approach 

 Does the research strategy present a well-reasoned overall approach, 
methodology and analyses to accomplish the aims?

 Are potential problems, alternative strategies, and benchmarks for success 
identified by the PI?

 Taking risks is acceptable. Does the approach describe plans to establish 
feasibility or  to explain risky aspects for proposals in the early stages of 
development?

 Experimental/methodological details may be brief but a general empirical 
approach is expected in all applications

 Preliminary studies and/or progress report may be presented as separate 
sections or embedded within the approach 
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The Environment criterion should assess the appropriateness of the resources, 
facilities and equipment for the needs of the proposed project. It should not be 
an assessment of the quality of the institution.

 Are the resources, facilities & equipment described reasonable for the 
proposed work?

 For ESIs: is the institutional investment (e.g., start-up funds/mentoring 
arrangements, etc.) appropriate for the proposed work?

 For multiple sites, are the resources at all sites appropriate?
 For biohazards, are adequate facilities described?
 All of the above affect the score for Environment
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Criterion 5: Environment



Human Subjects or Vertebrate Animals

If the project involves human subjects, plans must be justified for:
• protection of human subjects
• inclusion of minorities, women and children

If the project involves vertebrate animals, the principal investigator must address the 
five required questions

Study section evaluation of protection of human and animal subjects is independent of 
IRB and IACUC review. Lack of required information may affect the Overall Impact 
score

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/guidelines_general/Human_Subjects_Protection_and_Inclusion.pdf
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Overall Impact of Research Applications
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Before the meeting:  Scoring

• Keep the Overall Impact score chart in front of you as you assign a 
preliminary score. The entire range (1-9) is available to you. 

• A medium-impact, good R01 application is a 5. 
• For low-impact R01 applications, use the 7-9 range, not the 4-6 range. This 

allows you the flexibility to use the 4-6 range for good applications with 
medium impact. 

• Percentiles are derived from the scores for R01 applications only.
• Do not use R21s, R03s or other non-R01 mechanisms to balance the 

distribution of scores. They have no impact on the study section’s 
percentiles. 

• Preliminary scores are not binding, and they may be changed at any time 
through the SRO. 
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Criterion Strength Score Descriptor

High 1 Exceptional

2 Outstanding

3 Excellent

Medium 4 Very Good

5 Good

6 Satisfactory

Low 7 Fair

8 Marginal

9 Poor

Criterion Scores of Research Applications
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How to Write Your Critique

 Overall Impact requires a brief narrative paragraph
 Use bullet points for 5 Review Criteria; make concise but informative 

comments on strengths and weaknesses
 Focus on score-driving issues (ones that affected your rating of each 

criterion and the Overall Impact)
 A score of 4 or worse must describe a weakness in the criterion
 Consider your audience

 Program Officer
 Advisory Council
 Other reviewers
 Applicant
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List Strengths/Weaknesses

1. Significance

Strengths 

•

Weaknesses

•
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• Do not enter numerical criterion scores on the template or discuss at the 
review meeting

• Add bullets as needed



Submit Critiques to Internet Assisted Review (IAR) Before the Meeting

 Enter criterion scores and Preliminary Overall Impact score in IAR using 
dropdown menus

 Submit/upload critique file using browse feature to find the file on your 
computer; close file before submitting/uploading. Otherwise, you will get an 
error.

 Once you post your critiques and IAR is in the Read Phase (about 1 week before 
the meeting), read the critiques posted by other assigned reviewers

 Please adhere to deadlines! SRO needs all critiques to set up discussion order 
and to review the text
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At the Meeting: Overview

 Applications are discussed in order of preliminary impact score (from best 
to worst) in New PI and Established PI R01clusters, and non-R01 clusters.
 Assigned reviewers state preliminary Overall Impact score 
 Reviewer 1 gives a very brief summary of the project, then his/her 
assessment of the five criteria, and Overall Impact.
 Reviewers 2 and 3 raise any score-driving issues that were not already 
mentioned.
 The rest of the committee discusses the application
 If you think important issues that will affect your final scoring are not being 
discussed, you should bring them up at this time. 
 Chair summarizes, the assigned reviewers state their final scores, and the 
committee votes.

Tip: You may want to come prepared with brief talking points to summarize 
your view of the score driving issues and potential overall impact of the 
proposed work
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At the Meeting: Final Scores

 About 50% of each cluster will be discussed.

 Final scores may differ from preliminary scores: assigned reviewers 
determine score range; ‘out of range’ scoring is encouraged but must be 
transparent (raised hand with either previous participation in discussion, or 
indication of disagreement with score/word match for assigned reviewers). Do 
not introduce new scientific discussion points at this time.

 Discussed applications receive criterion scores from assigned reviewers and 
an Overall impact score from all panel members; NOT Discussed (ND) ones 
receive criterion scores from the assigned reviewers 

 Note that the ND decision is a unanimous committee decision. If you feel 
strongly about the potential overall impact of the application, you should call it 
back into discussion.
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At the Meeting: Tips

 Do not arrive late or leave early.  All reviewers must participate in all 
aspects of the meeting

 Do not read your critique

 Do not present or discuss criterion scores

 Do not discuss funding

 Do not say “This is outside my area” – if it is, you should have alerted the 
SRO of the need for additional expertise well in advance of the meeting.

 Do not discuss budget or administrative issues before scoring

 Do not bring up previous scoring

 Do not focus on whether or not this is the “last” submission 



After the Meeting

 Note IAR Edit Phase deadline posted in Commons

 Modify your critiques & criterion scores to reflect your final opinion
 Add important strengths and weaknesses that were identified
 Remove criticisms that were negated

 Edit your critiques to ensure correspondence between your final score and 
your written critique

 For Not Discussed applications, make sure that your critiques and criterion 
scores reflect the committee’s unanimous decision to not discuss
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Summary Statements

 For discussed applications, CSR averages Overall Impact scores to one decimal 
point and multiplies by 10 to determine final Overall Impact scores

 The applicant sees final Overall Impact scores from 10-90 for discussed 
applications

 Summary statements for ALL applications include the criterion scores and 
critiques posted by assigned reviewers

 Summary statements for DISCUSSED applications also include the resume and 
summary of discussion, written by the SRO

 SEE: http://internet.csr.nih.gov/ReviewerOrientation/Default.aspx
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