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SCIENCLE

Modest Proposals for the Granting System

I have already commented on the importance of peer review and the fact
that reviewers are, in some cases, blamed for problems that are outside their
control. Now I want to suggest some ways in which the granting system
might be improved. I will focus on the National Institutes of Health and
examine other agencies at a later time.

One problem at NIH which has raised alarm is the high priority rating that
is required for funding. Increased competition for funding is a fact, but
priority scores are not always a true indicator of the level of competition
because there is ‘‘priority score inflation,”’ an infectious disease akin to
grade inflation. Between 1975 and 1985, for example, the average percent-
age of grants funded (per total grant applications) has dropped from 46 to 35
percent. Yet, during that same period, the priority score required for
funding has changed even more abruptly in some reviewing panels. This
apparently has been caused by members of these panels who attempt to
outguess the system and help their fellow scientists. In the long run such
efforts are counter-productive because administrators are forced to normal-
ize priority scores to obtain correct readings. The sooner the peer panels
return to realistic evaluations, the better. A backup system in which
administrators or councils can decide to fund a grant that receives a score
just below the cut-off line—because it is the sole support of an investiga-
tor—and deny the nth grant of a more distinguished individual, with a score
just above the cut-off line, has been used in some institutes and should be
extended, with caution.

The fraction of the total research funding that is assigned to overhead
costs deserves a systematic study. The increase in overhead is not alarming
per se because the average figure for overhead is 31 percent of direct costs,
but it has been increasing at a rate of 0.5 percent per year. One of the built-in
dangers here is the competition among university administrators to indulge
in ‘“‘creative financing’’ for their own institutions. Busy scientists, not
wanting to get involved in such arrangements, frequently go along, assum-
ing that since ‘‘University X is getting 90 percent overhead—why shouldn’t
we?”’ Moreover, some outside agency that has little knowledge of the
specific research or the appropriate charges is involved in negotiating with
campus administrators. (The Defense Department evaluates overhead for
NIH in certain areas of the country, for example.) An examination of this
system by an independent team of accountants might reveal that a national
average overhead cost would be fair, with some allowances made for special
circumstances.

Another possible improvement would be to emphasize the track record of
a seasoned investigator in preference to the evaluation of the specific
proposal. The chance that an investigator will lose grant support during the
first three renewal periods is 50 percent. The chance of losing support after
the third renewal is less than 10 percent. Focusing on track records and
using a short grant form might reduce paperwork and be a more humane and
efficient system for peer evaluation of proven investigators.

Finally, there is the difficult question of salary. It is the most vexing single
item to NIH officials. Any drastic reduction in salaries would threaten the
viability of the smaller institutions, yet salaries of principal investigators are
increasingly eroding research dollars. Peer reviewers are told that they have
no jurisdiction over salaries, but inflated salaries should be their concern.
Should we not establish more rational guidelines and apply them gradually
over the years to lessen withdrawal pains?

Only with constant vigilance will our granting system maintain the respect
that it has earned and deserves from the recipients of its decisions and the
outsiders who ask that scientists run their affairs well.

—DANIEL E. KOSHLAND, JR.





