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The Role of Peer Review in HSR&D
VA’s Health Services Research and Development Service (HSR&D) employs a system of rigorous peer review to ensure the scientific/technical merit of individual research projects and the integrity of its programs.  Each application is evaluated by a multidisciplinary group of experts, from inside and outside VA, who constitute the Scientific Review and Evaluation Board (SREB). The recommendations of the review group, the priority scores for approved projects, and reviewers’ specific comments guide the decisions of VA research administrators regarding which projects to fund. 

The scientific peer review process is also the foundation for effective communication with applicants for HSR&D research support.  Reviewers’ assessments and suggestions are communicated to applicants to help them understand the committee’s recommendation, to improve already strong projects, and to assist applicants who may wish to revise and resubmit their application. 

Overview of IIR Review 

HSR&D’s SREB has approximately 20 members, each of whom serves a three-year term.  SREB is subject to rules of the Federal Advisory Committee Act, and its deliberations are confidential.

SREB reviews proposals twice each year, in January and June. In addition, proposals that respond to the Nursing Research Initiative (NRI) are reviewed in March and September  by an ad hoc committee that is technically a subcommittee of the SREB.  Each proposal is assigned to members with appropriate expertise, with one member designated as the primary reviewer, one as secondary reviewer, and one as tertiary.  All assigned reviewers are equally important to the review process and, with only one exception (see paragraph #1, below), their responsibilities are the same.  When necessary, a collateral reviewer (who serves as an ad hoc member of SREB) is also assigned.  The primary, secondary, and tertiary reviewers are required to submit a written critique of each proposal assigned to them prior to the review meeting.  All SREB members are invited to participate in the review of every application, whether or not it is specifically assigned to them. 

IIR Review Timeline

4-6 weeks before meeting: 
Receive proposals and individual assignments.  

Upon receipt:


Examine proposals to identify any conflict of interest.  

Report any conflict or potential conflict to the HSR&D Assistant Director, Scientific Review.

3-4 weeks before meeting:
Make hotel and travel arrangements, per instructions.

1 week before meeting:  
Submit critiques, in specified format.

January and June (or as
Attend 2 to 3 day meeting.

needed):




Written Reviews

Prior to each meeting, reviewers prepare a written critique, usually 4 to 6 pages, for each proposal to which they are assigned as primary, secondary, or tertiary reviewer. Written comments from non-assigned reviewers, while not expected, are also welcome.  The formal critiques are the starting point for face-to-face discussion by the entire SREB, and they are key references for HSR&D staff who develop summaries of the discussion concerning each proposal.  Note:  The individual critiques (with reviewer identifying information removed) are also sent to the applicant, along with notification of the review outcome and summary statement.  

One aspect of HSR&D review is the adequacy of the applicant’s response to previous feedback provided by HSR&D regarding the proposed study.  Almost every applicant will have received comments regarding the importance, design and/or methods of the proposed study, based on their presentation in a required Letter of Intent.  If the proposal is a resubmission, the applicant also will have received detailed comments on the previous proposal.  Any subsequent submission is expected to highlight changes made in response to such feedback or to defend the earlier plan.    

Each written review should contain the following components, in the order indicated below:

1.  Description

Primary reviewers should start their review with a succinct, but comprehensive description of the proposed research project, free of evaluative comments.  The description should identify whether this is a new or revised proposal, whether it responds to one of HSR&D’s special solicitations, the principal investigator and VA location.  It should summarize the proposed project’s goals, approach, expected products or findings, budget, time and FTEE requirements. Other aspects of the research (e.g., specific budget items) need not be addressed, unless they are essential to a clear description.  Secondary and tertiary reviewers are not expected to prepare a description.

2.  Critique

All assigned reviewers should discuss both the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal, with sufficient clarity, detail, and tact to assist the investigator.  Include the sections described below.

Scientific Significance and Originality: All three assigned reviewers should assess the stated goals, objectives, and specific research questions/hypotheses in terms of scientific significance, theoretical foundation, and originality.  Consider what is proposed in relation to information or pilot data that the investigator provides regarding prior work (by self and others), as well as information from other sources that relates to the scientific significance of the proposed work.  What is the proposed project’s likely scientific contribution or impact on health services research?

Methods:  As primary, secondary, or tertiary reviewer, summarize your assessment of the adequacy of the research design and methods and provide detailed, well-explained comments.  (This section often constitutes the main part of the critique.)  Listed below are some of the elements that reviewers should assess, as applicable to the particular project and in accordance with their particular expertise:

· Study design (e.g., retrospective vs. prospective, experimental, quasi-experimental, etc.)

· Approach (quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods)

· Theoretical model and conceptualization of key components

· Population and sample, sampling plan, comparison groups

· Statistical power 

· Key variables and their measurement 

· Data analysis plan

· Data collection issues, including respondent burden

· Definition and feasibility of any intervention 

· Recognition/appreciation of methodological issues that may arise (e.g., sources of bias, confounding variables, recruitment and retention problems, crossovers, Hawthorne effect, psychometric issues)
Data:  All reviewers should address the adequacy of data for the proposed study.  For primary data, reviewers should consider the adequacy of the proposed data collection instrument(s) or the plan for developing and testing new instruments, as well as the feasibility and appropriateness of data collection procedures.  Regarding secondary data, issues include appropriateness, availability, accuracy, and completeness.  Applicants proposing to use existing databases should provide evidence of their familiarity with these, and awareness of idiosyncrasies and limitations of the data.  For all types of data, reliability, validity, and adequacy of quality control procedures are important issues.  

Project Organization and Management: All reviewers should consider the distribution of roles and responsibilities across project staff, justification of FTEE allocations for each project year, plans for coordinating multiple participants or sites, reasonableness of the timeline showing important benchmarks and products, and general feasibility of the management plan.


Investigator Qualifications: The primary reviewer should assess the expertise of each investigator and each major consultant, including their professional credentials, institutional position, role in the project, expertise (especially as reflected in publications), and relevant experience.  All reviewers are to assess the combined strength of the team in relation to the objectives of the project and determine whether it encompasses all needed skills and competencies. 

Human Subjects: All applications involving human subjects should include documentation of approval by the Subcommittee on Human Studies of the VA facility's R&D Committee.  (The institutional review boards of any additional participating facilities must approve the proposed study prior to a funding award, but not necessarily prior to review.)

In addition, all reviewers should note whether or not a study involves human subjects and the extent to which the study may place them at risk of physical or psychological harm.  Consider the adequacy of provisions to minimize risk, to protect participants’ anonymity and the confidentiality of their records or responses, to ensure informed consent, and to minimize respondent burden. 

Inclusion of Women and Minorities: VA policy states that VA-supported research projects “will include minorities and women in their study population whenever possible and scientifically desirable”. If women or minorities are excluded or inadequately represented, an exception must be approved by the Chief Research and Development Officer, or designee.  The R&D Committee at each VA facility and human studies subcommittees are responsible for reviewing all proposals for compliance with this policy.  All assigned reviewers should comment on the adequacy of the plan to include women and minorities or the justification for an exception.
Facilities and Resources:  All reviewers should comment on the adequacy of facilities and resources to carry out the proposed study.  The proposal should include evidence of support from the applicant's VA facility, support from other study sites, and documentation of any agreements with consultants or commitment of non-VA resources to the study.

Budget:  Project budgets should be realistic and appropriate to the proposed work, neither too large nor too small.  All reviewers should describe and assess the reasonableness of costs allocated to personnel and to other major budget categories.  The assessment should focus particularly on any items that appear to be outliers, line items that change markedly from one year to another, identical total annual requests, and large amounts for equipment, travel, or subcontracts.  In the case of a large subcontract, reviewers should address the appropriateness and specificity of the plan.  Also consider whether there is sufficient justification for involving highly-specialized or senior personnel when more junior personnel might be appropriate.  HSR&D staff are responsible for identifying any administrative problems in research budgets.  However, note that VA research funds cannot be used to cover the costs of patient care except in very special circumstances. Also, policy regarding use of research funds for “development” specify that such work should comprise a minor part of the total project; and projects that include development of some type of product must include a strong evaluation component.

Importance of the Problem Addressed:  All reviewers should assess the importance of the problem or question  that the proposed research seeks to address, in terms of its prevalence, severity, urgency, cost, etc., for VA and the general public.  In this section, focus on the importance of the problem and the value of its resolution (irrespective of your assessment of the investigator’s approach).  
Contribution to the Veterans Health Administration:   All reviewers are asked to consider the likely contribution of the proposed research to improving the quality, effectiveness or efficiency of health care in VA , or its potential to improve the health status of veterans.  Consider the importance of the likely findings as well as the adequacy of the investigator’s plans for translating findings into practice. 

3.  Conclusion:  

Briefly state your conclusion regarding the overall strengths and weaknesses of the study.

4. Recommendation:

ON A SEPARATE PAGE (that will not be available to the investigator), indicate your recommendation regarding approval, conditional approval, disapproval, or deferral, as described in the “HSR&D Scoring Guide.”  Using the Guide, also provide a priority score. (Subsequent to discussion of the proposal, you may revise your recommendation and/or score.)  Please note the October 1999 revisions in the Scoring Guide.

5.  Format and Submission of Reviews:  

HSR&D prefers electronic submission of all critiques.  Please send each critique in a separate file, preferably in Microsoft Word, to:  HSR&D.reviews@va.mail.gov.  If electronic submission is not possible, mail or FAX your reviews to the HSR&D Assistant Director, Scientific Review (See next page).  

All reviews and preliminary scores should be delivered to HSR&D during the week prior to the scheduled review meeting.  

Contact Info:

Martha Bryan, Ed.D.




HSR&D Assistant Director, Scientific Review 




Health Services Research and Development Service (124F)




Department of Veterans Affairs




1400 Eye Street, Suite 780




Phone:  (202) 408-3665





  (202) 408-3661

FAX: (202) 275-6649

                                                                                       Page 4 of 5

