
Grant Review 

1. The people involved in the review 

2.  The review process and scoring 

Where does your grant go once it leaves 
your institution? 

Your grant will be assigned to an Institute 
and a Review Panel (study Section) 

Assignments depend on: 
– Subject matter 

– Type of grant 

Electronic submission 
assigned to: 

Institute Study section 

Peer review, 
Priority score 
Percentile 

Council review 

Funding decision 

Institute Assignment 
•  The apicoplast grant could be assigned 

to NIAID, because it concerns malaria. 

•  Alternative or additional assignment to 
NIGMS for work on cell biology and 
ubiquitination. 

•  Assignment based on Title, Abstract, 
Specific Aims, and Cover Letter. 

Review Panel Assignment 
•  Grants are assigned to review panels 

based on specific topic, e.g. bacterial 
pathogen grants go to: 
–   Bacterial Pathogenesis 
– Host Interactions with Bacterial Pathogens 

•  Assignment based on Title, Abstract, 
Specific Aims, and Cover Letter. 



 

NIAID BACP 

HIBP 
NHLBI 

NIGMS 

Study Sections will review for more than one Institute 
and each Institute will have reviews coming from 
multiple Study Sections. 

R21 or 
Post-doc 

Cover Letter 
•  You can request a particular Institute. 

Justify your choice. 

•  You can request a specific Study 
Section.  Look at the expertise of the 
panels. NIH panel members are shown 
on the website. 

•  Note any conflicts of interest that would 
exclude particular reviewers. 

Who are the people involved? 
•  SRO – scientific review officer (CSR) 
•  Program Officer – Institute official who 

handles the grant once it is funded 
•  Study section chair – peer reviewer 

who chairs the meeting 
•  Primary, Secondary and Tertiary 

reviewers – peer reviewers specifically 
assigned to your grant 

•  Other panel members participate in 
discussion of your grant 
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Study section and scoring 

Cynthia N. Cornelissen, Ph.D. 
Professor 
Chartered member of BACP study section 
June 2006 – June 1010 

Before the meeting 

  Reviewers contacted about possible 
conflicts with applications to be reviewed 

  Receive invitation from IAR (internet-
assisted review) 

  Receive assignments: 5-15 grants 
  Mix of 1°, 2°, and 3° 
  CD with all grants to be reviewed 

  Location, time, dates for meeting 
  Travel arrangments 

Before the meeting – review phase 

  Read grants assigned (and others) 
  Write critiques 
  Decide on preliminary scores 
  My strategy: 

  1 grant per day: read in AM, write 
critique and score in PM 

  Review over the course of ~ 1 month 

Scoring system 

Same scale used for criterion scores and priority score 

Critiques – Strengths/weaknesses Requirements for each review 

  Paragraph describing overall impact 
  Priority score 
  Bulleted lists for each of the review 

criteria – strengths/weaknesses 
  Significance, Investigator, Innovation, 

Approach, Enviroment 

  Criterion scores for each category 
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Before the meeting – read phase 

  A few days before the meeting 
  Upload to IAR all scores and 

critiques for assigned applications 
  Will immediately see scores and 

critiques from the other reviewers 
  Also see scores/critiques of other 

applications – not in conflict 
  Consider the other reviewers 

critiques 

Meeting day – who’s in the room? 

  SRO and a technical assistant (CSR) 
  Program officers (in person or 

listening via phone connection) 
  20-30 reviewers 

  Chartered members – 4 year term 
  Ad hoc members – special expertise 

  Study section chair – runs the 
meeting 

Meeting called to order by SRO 

  Confidentiality of everything said at 
the meeting 

  Confidentiality of grants and PI 
names 

  If reviewer at the meeting is in 
conflict, must leave when 
application is discussed 
  Same institution, collaborator, 

competitor 

Ranked list of application scores 

  List of applications ranked by avg 
preliminary score 

  Top 50(or 40)% will be discussed at 
meeting 

  Bottom ~half will be “not discussed” or 
“unscored” 

  Can be discussed if someone who has 
read it thinks the grant is worthy of 
discussion 

Order of review 

  Best to worst – preliminary score 
  Stop at ~50% cutoff 
  Usually applications from senior or 

experienced PIs are discussed 1st 

  Then applications from new PIs 
  Best to worst – preliminary score 
  NIH mandates that at least 50% of 

applications from new PIs are discussed 

The review process – Mock review 

  Reviewers (1°, 2°, 3°) state their 
preliminary impact scores 

  1°: brief description, then review (S/W) 
  2°: review – focus on differences with 1° 
  3°: review – differences 
  Animals, humans, biohazards 
  Discussion by reviewers & panel 
  Final scores from reviewers (can differ from 

preliminary scores) 
  Budget (doesn’t affect scoring) 
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Meeting lasts 1-2 days 

  ~30 min per grant – controlled by chair 
  More if scores are discrepant 
  Less if there is more agreement 

  Reviewers state their final scores 
  Each panel member writes down their 

score based upon the discussion 
  Score is limited to range set by 

reviewers: 1, 2, 3: vote between 1,3 
  If vote outside the range, must say so 

After the meeting – edit phase 

  Reviewers have few days to edit critiques 
  Scores are calculated and posted for PI to 

see on NIH commons 
  Calculated score: Avg of panel scores X10 

  1,1,1: avg = 1: score = 10 
  1,3,5: avg = 1.5: score = 15 

   avg = 4.5: score = 45 

  Percentiled against last 3 cycles of same SS 
  Critiques posted within 10 days for new PIs 

and within 30 days for experienced PIs 




