The Peer-Review Process

“Peer review” is the process of having scientists in a particular field of study review and evaluate the work of other scientists in that field for its merits, either for publication or for consideration for funding.  The peer-review process is central to the Association’s effort to fund the best possible diabetes research.  Because we will always receive significantly more applications for funding than we can afford to support, we must use some means of determining which applications should receive priority for funding.  Since the beginning of its Research Program in the 1950s, the Association has used a Committee of volunteers to evaluate grant applications for their scientific merit.  In its current form, the standing Grant Review Committee has 130-150 volunteer members who are expert in a broad range of subject areas in diabetes research.  The volunteer chair and vice chair of the review Committee, along with Association staff, carefully match each application with appropriate reviewers.  Ad hoc reviewers are also used for those applications that do not fit the areas of expertise of the Committee membership.

Grant Review Committee meetings are held in twice each year to review the applications received in response to our standing deadlines for investigator-initiated research projects. Before the meeting, reviewers for each grant prepare written critiques. Reviewers are asked to assess the feasibility, novelty, and potential value of the project, as well as the qualifications of the scientist, the suitability of the facilities available to do the work, and the appropriateness of the budget.  After considering all of these factors, each reviewer working on his or her own assigns each grant a single score on a 1 to 5 scale (where 1 is best).

At the Committee meeting, each application is considered in turn.  The primary reviewer explains the proposal to the other members of the Committee, and discusses the application’s strengths and weaknesses.  After discussion among the reviewers for that particular application and the rest of the Committee, a final vote is taken.  When these votes are averaged after the meeting, they constitute the final assessment of the proposal.  Association staff then rank the applications in priority score order, and fund as many of the meritorious applications as the budget permits.

Essentially all biomedical research is now funded through a peer-review system.  

At its heart, peer review incorporates the standard mechanisms by which decisions are made in any environment in which there is competition for resources: an argument is made for why the project is worthwhile, what the goals are, whether the goals are realistic, whether the tools are available to accomplish the work, and whether the budget is appropriate.  The Association relies on peer review to evaluate the relative merits of the projects for which scientists are seeking support.

The Application and Review Process

Regardless of the area of research being proposed for support, all research award applications must present their argument for funding in the following format.  Although the kinds of science that may be pursued by applicants may differ widely—–one scientist may be proposing to study a new teaching method for diabetes self-management, another may want to explore a possible molecular pathway for signaling inside a cell—–all applicants must present the merits of their approach according to the following outline:

A. Specific Aims 

B. Background & Significance 

C. Preliminary data pertinent to the application 

D. Research Design & Methods 

These are the elements evaluated in each application.  Just as the applicants must follow a carefully detailed process in presenting their arguments, the reviewers follow a carefully prescribed set of criteria for judging the merits of the applications. The review criteria, and a few of the key questions reviewers ask, are as follows:

A. Goals/Hypothesis/Procedures

· To what degrees are the questions to be answered and/or the hypotheses to be tested well conceived, clearly stated, and scientifically plausible?

· To what extent do the hypotheses reflect: a familiarity with the historical background of the problem; an awareness of similar projects that have been previously undertaken; an adequate knowledge of related activities in the field and the pertinent literature?

· How feasible is the proposed investigation?  In what respect, if any, is the problem more complex than indicated by the proposal?

B. Research Value

· How necessary is the proposed investigation to the development of new knowledge in this research area?

· How much knowledge will be developed that:  (a) is directly applicable to the problem, (b) is of potential value, and (c) has new application to existing knowledge?

· How novel is the project?  How will the expected results from this investigation make a clear and significant contribution to the field?

C. Investigator

· How extensive is the principal investigator's history of professional experience in this research area?

· Have the investigators clearly demonstrated competence for conducting work in this area?
D. Facilities

· How favorable is the institutional setting?  Will it provide necessary support to ensure that the study can be satisfactorily completed?

· How suitable and sufficient is the equipment to be used?

E. Budget

· Is the budget appropriate to accomplish the proposed work?
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