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• Study section review versus funding decisions

• Application submission and review cycles

• Study section assignment

• Study section structure and review processes

• Results of study section review: the summary statement

• Ways to learn more about study section review

Presentation Outline



NIH Review of Grant Applications



http://grants1.nih.gov/grants/funding/submissionschedule.htm

Overall Timeframe from Submission to Award

http://grants1.nih.gov/grants/funding/submissionschedule.htm


Check specific institute or 

center web pages for 

public statements of 

funding strategies

NCI (grants with CA 

numbers) is the largest 

NIH funder of cancer 

research projects

Funding: It’s 

Not My Job…



NIDDK, National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive Diseases, 

(DK)  https://www.niddk.nih.gov/research-funding/process/award-

funding-policy

NIGMS, National Institute of General Medical Science (GM)

https://www.nigms.nih.gov/research/pages/policies.aspx

NIDCR, National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research 

(DE)  https://www.nidcr.nih.gov/about-us/strategic-plan

NIEHS, National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences 

(ES) 

https://www.niehs.nih.gov/funding/grants/priorities/strategies/inde

x.cfm

NIAID, National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases 

(AI)  https://www.niaid.nih.gov/grants-contracts/niaid-paylines

NHLBI, National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute (HL)

https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/node-general/fy-2018-funding-and-

operating-guidelines

NIBIB, National Institute of Biomedical Imaging and 

Bioengineering (EB)  https://www.nibib.nih.gov/research-

funding#quicktabs-funding_tabs=3

NINDS, National Institute of Neurological Disorders and 

Stroke (NS)  https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Funding/About-

Funding/NINDS-Funding-Strategy/NINDS-Funding-Strategy-

FY-2018

Institutes Other that NCI May Support Cancer 

Immunology & Immunotherapy Projects

https://www.niddk.nih.gov/research-funding/process/award-funding-policy
https://www.nigms.nih.gov/research/pages/policies.aspx
https://www.nidcr.nih.gov/about-us/strategic-plan
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/funding/grants/priorities/strategies/index.cfm
https://www.niaid.nih.gov/grants-contracts/niaid-paylines
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/node-general/fy-2018-funding-and-operating-guidelines
https://www.nibib.nih.gov/research-funding#quicktabs-funding_tabs=3
https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Funding/About-Funding/NINDS-Funding-Strategy/NINDS-Funding-Strategy-FY-2018


• Serves as central receipt point for grant applications 
submitted to NIH and some other DHHS agencies 

• Assigns applications to CSR review groups/study sections 
or to an Institute (such as NCI or NIAID) scientific review group

• Assigns applications to NIH Institutes/Centers as potential 
funding components

• Conducts initial scientific merit review of most research 
applications submitted to the NIH in ~240 standing Study 
Sections as well as recurring Special Emphasis Panels

Center for Scientific Review (CSR)



• 95,000 applications received

• 61,000 applications reviewed

• 18,000 reviewers

• 247 Scientific Review Officers (SROs)

• 1,600 review meetings

CSR Peer Review – Fiscal Year 2017



• The vast majority of research project grants (R)

• Many of the fellowship (F) and NIH Director’s award (D) 

mechanisms

• A minority of individual career development awards (K) and 

institutional training grants (T)

• Only a few program project/center grants (P) and cooperative 

agreements (U)

Types of Grants Reviewed in CSR - Overview



All NIH grant applications must be submitted under a 

currently-active FOA

• Program Announcement (PA, PAR, PAS) 

• Request for Applications (RFA)

• Search for FOAs in the NIH Guide for Grants and Contracts 

(https://grants.nih.gov/funding/index.htm ) or at Grants.gov 

The Funding Opportunity Announcement (FOA) 

may determine the locus of review

https://grants.nih.gov/funding/index.htm
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/oer.htm


FOA Examples



Integrated Review Groups (IRGs) and Study Sections (SRGs)



www.csr.nih.gov

Which Study Section Is Right for My Application?

http://www.csr.nih.gov/


Find a Study Section – method 1



Find a Study Section

method 2 



Enter project title and 

descriptive text from 

your application

Find a Study Section

method 2 



Find a Study Section

method 2 



Click on the Study Section/SRG 

links to view study section 

descriptions.  

Find a Study Section (cont.)



Find a Study Section (cont.)



Request IC assignment

(funding institute/center)  

Request study section assignment

Identify conflicts

Suggest areas of expertise

Use the Optional 

Assignment Request Form 



Check the Status of Your Application in NIH eRA Commons



Check the Status of Your Application in NIH eRA Commons



• CSR Study Sections are managed by a Scientific Review 
Officer (SRO), a doctoral-level professional whose scientific 
background is close to the focus of the study section.

• Each CSR standing study section has 12-25 regular 
members who are from the scientific community.  

• Temporary members are recruited by the SRO as needed. 

• About 60-100 applications are normally reviewed at each 
study section meeting.

Peer Review in CSR



• Demonstrated scientific expertise and research support

• Doctoral degree or equivalent

• Mature judgment 

• Work effectively in a group context

• Breadth of perspective

• Impartiality

• Representation of women and minority scientists

• Geographic distribution

How Reviewers Are Selected for Study Section 

Service



What constitutes a reviewer COI?

• Institutional

• Family member/close friend

• Collaborator

• Longstanding scientific disagreement

• Personal bias

• Appearance of conflict

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/peer_coi.htm

Reviewer Conflicts of Interest (COI)

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/peer_coi.htm


• Each application is assigned to 3 or more reviewers (who are not in 
conflict) 5-6 weeks before the meeting

• Reviewers assess each application by providing: 

– A preliminary Overall Impact score 

– Criterion scores for each of the 5 core review criteria

– A written critique

• Reviewers have access to other reviewer critiques and scores before the 
meeting to prepare for meeting discussions

Before the Study Section Meeting 



• Criterion Scores for each of the 5 

core review criteria

• Overall Impact/Priority Score is 

based on but not a sum of the core 

criterion scores plus additional 

criteria

9-Point Criteria Scoring Scale



Each scored from 1-9                                                        Scored from 1-9

There is no mathematical relationship between the 5 criterion scores and Overall Impact score

Assessment of the likelihood 

for the project to exert a 

sustained, powerful influence 

on the research field(s) 

involved

Overall Impact 

– Significance

– Investigator(s)

– Innovation

– Approach

– Environment

5 Core Review Criteria

Scoring



Order of Review

• The average of the preliminary Overall Impact score 
from the assigned reviewers determines the review 
order  

• Discussions start with the application with the best 
average preliminary Overall Impact score

Clustering of Review

• New Investigator R01 applications are clustered

• Clinical applications & other mechanisms (e.g., 
R21s) may be clustered

Not Discussed Applications

• About half the applications will be discussed

• Applications unanimously judged by the review 
committee to be in the lower half are not discussed

At the Meeting



• Any member in conflict with an 
application leaves the room

• Reviewer 1 introduces the application 
and presents critique

• Reviewers 2 and 3 highlight new issues 
and areas that significantly impact scores

• All members without a conflict are invited 
to join the discussion and then vote on 
the final overall impact score 

At the Meeting: Application Discussion



• Reviewers discuss about half of the applications, beginning with the 
best.

• The panel will discuss any application any reviewer wants to discuss.

• Discussed applications receive an overall score from each panel 
member (excluding conflicts).  The scores are averaged to one 
decimal place, and multiplied by 10.  The 81 possible priority scores 
thus range from 10-90.

• All applications receive criterion scores. Not discussed applications 
will receive initial criterion scores from the three assigned reviewers.

Scoring of Discussed and Not Discussed Applications



The SRO checks final overall impact scores and releases them for 
posting to the application eRA Commons site 

• Scores are available to applicants generally within 3-4 days after the 
meeting.

The SRO compiles reviewer critiques and, for discussed applications, 
writes a Summary of Discussion for the summary statement

• Summary statements are released for posting in the application eRA
Commons site generally within 30 days after the meeting.

• Applicants should contact their assigned Program Official – not the SRO –
with any questions or concerns regarding scores or summary statements. 

After the Meeting



Summary 

Statement



http://grants1.nih.gov/grants/funding/submissionschedule.htm

Overall Timeframe from Submission to Award

http://grants1.nih.gov/grants/funding/submissionschedule.htm


CSR Applicant Resources
www.csr.nih.gov

http://www.csr.nih.gov/


• Check Out Our Early Career Reviewer Program: www.csr.nih.gov/ecr

• Contact a CSR Scientific Review Officer: Send them your CV

• Let Us Try to Find a Good Review Group for You: Send your CV 

to csrvolunteer@mail.nih.gov

Become a Reviewer

http://www.csr.nih.gov/ecr
mailto:csrvolunteer@mail.nih.gov


• Understand the NIH peer review system before beginning to prepare your 

grant application submission. 

• Take advantage of NIH and CSR internet and staff resources to answer 

questions about your planned application before submission.

• Work with your institution’s grant office to ensure timely submission of your 

application. 

• After receiving a summary statement, carefully consider all aspects of the 

study section’s evaluation; discuss with the designated PO.

• Serving as a study section reviewer is a great way to gain insights into how 

to improve your own grant applications.

Take Home Messages


