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PRESIDENT’S

Peer-Review Processes at the
National Institutes of Health

The current funding crisis facing individual bio-
medical researchers in the U.S. can be attrib-

uted to a “perfect storm,” ac-
cording to Elias Zerhouni’s
presentation to a large assembly
of ASCB Annual Meeting at-
tendees in December (see NIH
Director article on p. 1). Most
notably, the number of different
researchers applying to the NIH
for research grants increased
from about 19,600 in 1998 to
33,100 in 2006. This fact, cou-
pled with recent decreases in the
inflation-adjusted resources of
the NIH, explains why the pay-
lines in some NIH Institutes are
nearing 10 percent. Even the
best peer-review system cannot

reliably distinguish between a research propos-
al in the top 10 percent and one in the top 15
percent. Thus, in certain research areas, the ca-
reers of outstanding researchers can be termi-
nated through bad luck in a chance selection

Bruce Alberts

process—one that resembles a game of Russian

roulette.

Restructuring Study Sections
The optimization of a peer-review system al-
ways requires constant scrutiny and a constant

input of energy and intelli-
gence. In today’s funding cli-
mate in the United States, this
task has become even more
critical. I chaired the adviso-
ry panel to the NIH that pro-
duced the January 2000 report
entitled Recommendations for
Change at the NIH's Center for
Scientific Review (CSR). In this
Phase 1 effort, our panel of 16
scientists—including ASCB
members David Botstein,
Stuart Orkin, and Keith
Yamamoto—produced a bold

scheme for restructuring the large set of peer-re-
view panels (“study sections”) run by the CSR
(see http://cms.csr.nih.gov/NewsandReports/

ReorganizationActivities Channel). In Phase
2, the former CSR Director, Ellie Ehrenfeld,

oversaw an extensive outreach
process to establish a large
number of new study sec-
tions. These were clustered
into 23 Initial Review Groups
(IRGs), according to the gen-
eral scheme recommended in
the Phase 1 report.

In promoting this
reorganization, our panel
was hoping to prevent both
the funding of mediocre
science due to entitlements
that can develop in a study
section, and the confinement
of an expanding, exciting
area of investigation into a

single study section. Most importantly, we
recommended an oversight process that would
provide for continual monitoring of the
quality of review, so that corrective actions can
be quickly taken by the CSR.

Evaluating the Reorganization
All of the new study sections have now been

... in certain
research areas,

the careers of
outstanding
researchers can be
terminated through
bad luck in a chance
selection process ...

operating for at least two years, and it is time
to evaluate how the reorganization is func-

tioning. Accordingly, the present CSR direc-

tor, Tony Scarpa, is to be
commended for the series
of “Open House” reviews of
the various IRGs that will
be conducted in 2007. Of
particular interest to many
ASCB members, the set of
so-called Integrated IRGs
will be reviewed in August
and October; and the set
of Biomolecular IRGs (in-
cluding the Cell Biology
IRG) will be reviewed in
December (see http://cms.
cmr.nih.gov). The ASCB

plans to participate actively in this process,
and we will be soliciting input from members
in the coming months.
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In the above connection, it seems important
to review the logic that led to the present
reorganization. As stated in the introduction to
our Phase 1 report, the panel’s recommendations
were guided by three principles:

1. There should be appropriate venues
(recommended to be more than one) for
the review of all science that is relevant to
contemporary health-related research.

2. The research topics encompassed by each
IRG should be sufficiently cohesive to
allow that IRG’s external advisory group of
scientists to judge the content of the IRG’s
entire portfolio.

3. The organization should be flexible enough
to adjust to the rapid changes in scientific
opportunities expected in the years ahead.
The new IRG structure now implemented

was intended to improve the use of NIH

resources through two different types of
processes:

First, our panel concluded that “The
overarching mission of NIH to improve
human health will be best served by reviewing
clinically relevant science in the context of
the basic knowledge on which it is founded,
and by reviewing basic science in the context
of the human condition that it is designed
to improve.” In particular, we had noted the
tremendous advances in our knowledge relevant
to human health from research carried out with
non-human organisms such as yeast, worms,
flies, fish, and mice, and we hoped that the
mixing of basic scientists working on such
model organisms with researchers working with
human tissues on a single study section would
improve the science of both groups.

Second, the new IRG structure was designed
to facilitate the continuous oversight of the
study sections in each IRG by a group of
outstanding scientists on an external advisory
group. For each IRG, we envisioned that these
scientists would “evaluate the appropriateness
of research topics and scope of applications
reviewed; the evolution of topics and scope of
research; how well newly emerging research
areas are being incorporated; the pool of
reviewers and, in addition, the performance of
SRAs [NIH staff], Chairs and members.” The
whole system was to be monitored continuously:
“To ensure that it is responsive to the rapid
changes that energize and renew health-related
research, the system should be assessed at
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regular intervals. Such examination should be
conducted not only at the level of the IRG, via
external advisory groups as planned, but globally
by the CSR Advisory Committee based on input
from applicants, reviewers, and NIH staff.”

Contributing to CSR’s Evaluation
Obviously, the re-examination of the peer-re-
view process now under way at the CSR is of
vital importance not only to ASCB members,
but also to many other scientists. Through
our Public Policy Committee, we will there-
fore be investigating the possibility of enhanc-
ing ASCB’s contributions to this review by pool-
ing our resources with those of other scientific
societies that share our motivations and con-
cerns. Meanwhile, those with suggestions for
how we might best proceed should email me at
president@ascb.org. m

Comments are welcome and should be sent to

president@asch.org.

Two New CSR
Cell Biology
Study Sections
Announced

Molecular and Integrative
Signal Transduction
(MIST) and Cellular
Signaling and Regulatory
Systems (CSRS) will hold
their first meetings in
June 2007 for applications
received in February

and March. To see
guidelines and provisional
rosters for these new
study sections in the

Cell Biology Integrated
Review Group (IRG),
visit http://cms.csr.nih.
gov/PeerReviewMeetings/
CSRIRGDescription/
CBIRG/.
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