Review Criteria

There are five review criteria for research applications: significance, investigator, innovation, approach,
and environment. Your job is to assess each application component in terms of these five features, self-
weight them, and come up with an overall score that reflects the relative balance of the application’s
strengths and weaknesses. Enhancing Peer Review recommendations specified that Significance and
then Investigator are the most important criteria

1. Significance. Does the project address an important problem or a critical barrier to progress in the
field? If the aims of the project are achieved, how will scientific knowledge, technical capability,
and/or clinical practice be improved? How will successful completion of the aims change the
concepts, methods, technologies, treatments, services, or preventative interventions that drive this
field?

2. Investigator(s). Are the PD/PIs, collaborators, and other researchers well suited to the project? If
Early Stage Investigators or New Investigators, or in the early stages of independent careers, do they
have appropriate experience and training? If established, have they demonstrated an ongoing
record of accomplishments that have advanced their field(s)? If the project is collaborative or multi-
PD/PI, do the investigators have complementary and integrated expertise; are their leadership
approach, governance and organizational structure appropriate for the project?

3. Innovation. Does the application challenge and seek to shift current research or clinical practice
paradigms by utilizing novel theoretical concepts, approaches or methodologies, instrumentation, or
interventions? Are the concepts, approaches or methodologies, instrumentation, or interventions
novel to one field of research or novel in a broad sense? Is a refinement, improvement, or new
application of theoretical concepts, approaches or methodologies, instrumentation, or interventions
proposed?

4. Approach. Are the overall strategy, methodology, and analyses well-reasoned and appropriate to
accomplish the specific aims of the project? Are potential problems, alternative strategies, and
benchmarks for success presented? If the project is in the early stages of development, will the
strategy establish feasibility and will particularly risky aspects be managed? If the project involves
clinical research, are the plans for 1) protection of human subjects from research risks, and 2)
inclusion of minorities and members of both sexes/genders, as well as the inclusion of children,
justified in terms of the scientific goals and research strategy proposed?

5. Environment. Will the scientific environment in which the work will be done contribute to the
probability of success? Are the institutional support, equipment and other physical resources
available to the investigators adequate for the project proposed? Will the project benefit from
unique features of the scientific environment, subject populations, or collaborative arrangements?

Special Mechanisms

Small Research Grant Program (R03). The RO3 small grant supports discrete, well-defined projects that
realistically can be completed in two years and that require limited levels of funding. Because the
research project usually is limited, an RO3 grant application may not contain extensive detail or
discussion. Accordingly, reviewers should evaluate the conceptual framework and general approach to
the problem. Appropriate justification for the proposed work can be provided through literature
citations, data from other sources, or from investigator-generated data. Preliminary data are not
required, particularly in applications proposing pilot or feasibility studies.



Academic Research Enhancement Award (R15). Consider as part of the overall impact whether the
proposed project addresses the objectives of the AREA grant program which are to (1) provide support
for meritorious research, (2) strengthen the research environment of schools that have not been major
recipients of NIH support, and (3) expose available undergraduate and graduate students in such
environments to meritorious research. Preliminary data are not required for R15 application; however,
they may be included if available.

Exploratory/Developmental Research Grant Program (R21): The R21 exploratory/developmental grant
supports investigation of novel scientific ideas or new model systems, tools, or technologies that have
the potential for significant impact on biomedical or biobehavioral research. An R21 grant application
need not have extensive background material or preliminary information. Accordingly, reviewers will
focus their evaluation on the conceptual framework, the level of innovation, and the potential to
significantly advance our knowledge or understanding. Appropriate justification for the proposed work
can be provided through literature citations, data from other sources, or, when available, from
investigator-generated data. Preliminary data are not required for R21 applications; however, they may
be included if available.



