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What's Wrong With NIH Peer Review? I 
Among the more than 700 responses to the proposed reorganization of Nll-t's peer- 
review system can be found virtually every complaint researchers have ever made 
about study-section reviews. Here's a sampling: 
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diseases or organ systems should be peer re- 
viewed "within the broader biological and 
medical context to which it will ultimately 
be applied," the panel said. "Thus, we have 
attempted to place the review of as much 
fundamental research as.possible within the 
IRG that is most relevant." 

The panel, formally known as the Panel 
on Scientific Boundaries for Review, did not 
propose in detail the makeup of the study 
sections that would populate its revised 
IRGs. That, it said, is the task for the next 
phase of the reform effort. But it said there 
should be enough overlapping expertise so 
that any grant application could reasonably 
be reviewed by more than one study section. 

Alberts's group offered no suggestions 
about the study sections run by individual 
NIH institutes, which generally review ap- 
plications under specific institute pro- 
grams. These account for about 25% of 
NIH grant applications but were outside 
the range of the panel's study. 

The community responds 
In an outpouring of more than 700 e-rnailed 
responses to NIH by mid-October, most sci- 
entists applauded the Alberts panel's general 
goal. Many also seized the occasion to vent 
their own frustrations with the system. But a 
substantial minority of the comments were 
skeptical, and many researchers said the 
panel had left out major scientific areas. 

AIDS research-who have picked up a 
lot of political savvy from their activist 
patienGmounted an organized campaign to 
retain an AIDS IRG mther than having AIDS 

3 research spread among several different IRGs, 
2 as the Alberts panel suggests. They enlisted 
g support from such quarters as the Presidential 

Advisory Council on HIV-AIDS. AIDS was 

by no means the only research area that scien- 
tists complained would be slighted by being 
folded into a broader IRG. Others included: 
kidney and urologic research, toxicology, 
pharmacology, organic chem- 
istry, developmental biology, 
aging, nutrition, epidemiology, 
environmental health sciences, 
and well over a dozen more. 

"Please don't destroy the 
current system without consid- 
ering the problems that the pro- 
posed changes will create," 
wrote Ronald Breslow, chem- 
istry professor at Columbia 
University and past president 
of the American Chemical So- 
ciety. Weaknesses in the cur- 
rent system can be fixed by 

set in place or proposed over the past few 
years. CSR already has gathered neuro- 
science and behavioral research into four 
new IRGs, made up of 37 reconfigured 

study sections, to com- 
plete the merger of the 
National Institute of Men- 
tal Health, the National In- 
stitute on Drug Abuse, and 
the National Institute on 
Alcohol Abuse and Alco- 
holism into NIH. It creat- 
ed another new IRG, with 
eight study sections, to 
centralize review of AIDS 
research applications and 
added a special study sec- 
tion for vaccine research. 
CSR also has fashioned 

less &umatic, targeted .re9&, Point man. lUkm and new study sections to han- 
many other scientists a d .  The have received more than 700 dle applications from clin- 
bus is running just fine," wrote on their proposal. ical researchers who feel 
biochemist Daniel Kosman of they don't get a fair shake 
the State University of New York, Buffalo. 
"If it is missing a few stops, just change the 
route; don't buy a new model that may not 
run at all." (Science obtained the responses 
-some signed, most unsigned-through a 
Freedom of Information Act request.) 

But Alberts insists, "We didn't change 
everything by any means." He says "one of 
the big misunderstandings" is a belief that 
his panel began to rearrange study sections, 
but "that's going to be done by a whole 
bunch of subpanels of experts in each area." 
Alberts's panel will meet next week to re- 
view the responses and adjust its proposed 
framework "to make it better," he says. 

The Alberts panel's proposal is only the 
latest-albeit the most sweeping-f a se- 
ries of peer-review changes that have been 

in panels dominated by laboratory re- 
searchers and to provide homes for research 
proposals that don't seem to fit anywhere 
else, such as bioengineering collaborations. 

The realignment of neuroscience and be- 
havioral study sections-which was re- 
quired by the 1992 law that merged most of 
the former Alcohol, Drug Abuse and Mental 
Health Administration into NIH-started in 
1997 and pioneered the technique that will 
be used if some of the Alberts panel propos- 
als are finally adopted: Advisory groups in- 
cluding extramural researchers worked out 
tentative organization plans, and then CSR 
officials performed "test sorts"-assigning 
batches of actual grant applications among 
the proposed study section-to see how the 
system would work in real life. 



Judging merit 
Study sections' marching orders have 
changed, too. In 1997, Varmus ordered 
peer reviewers to consider "innovation" as 
one o f  their explicit criteria in weighing 
grant applications. He was trying to break 
study sections' habit o f  favoring "safe 
scienceH-incremental projects using tried- 
and-true methodology-over more imagi- 
native but riskier proposals that might pay 
bigger dividends. 

CSR director Ellie Ehrenfield and 
CSR Advisory Committee chair Keith Ya- 
mamoto, o f  the University o f  California, 
San Francisco, say that progress has been 
made but the job isn't quite done yet. 
"We're trying to make a shift in review- 
ers' mind-sets," Ehrenfeld says. "We're 
trying to change people's behavior. None 
o f  these things will be solved by a single 
magic bullet." The problem is an old one. 
Newly named Nobel Prize-winner Giinter 
Blobel o f  The Rockefeller University in 
New York City recalls (with a laugh) that 
in 1986, an NIH study section trashed a 
proposal o f  his as impractical, "and I 
found the critiques not constructive but 
offensive." But Blobel emphasizes that 
the NIH peer-review system "is a very 
good one," and he says most o f  its deci- 
sions are right. 

NIH also has simplified grant applica- 
tions-and reduced opportunities for re- 
viewers' second-guessing-by ending the 
requirement for detailed budget plans in 
most "investigator-initiated" grant appli- 
cations. Under the "modular grant" and 
"just-in-time" approaches, researchers in 
most cases simply ask for funding in in- 
crements o f  $25,000; detailed budget jus- 
tifications and many other paperwork re- 
quirements don't come until after a grant 
is approved. Additional changes are in the 
works-although some have been a long 
time coming. 

"No matter how we organize study sec- 
tions, what really matters is the people sit- 
ting around the table," says Ehrenfeld. 
Thus CSR is trying to broaden study-sec- 
tion recruiting and has experimented in an 
informal way with several devices to 
make peer-review service less onerous. 
These include tours o f  duty that involve 
less than the conventional three meetings 
a year for 4 years and shared assignments 
that allow scientists to substitute for one 
another at some meetings. But none o f  
these changes has been implemented in a 
systematic way. 

CSR officials, and Varmus, also are 
still puzzling over how to lure more senior 
scientists back onto study sections. This 
could bring more consistency and credibil- 
ity to the process, they say, but senior sci- 
entists are generally unenthusiastic about 

the idea. "They've done it before," says 
Varmus, "and they're on to other kinds o f  
advisory activities, some o f  which are 
probably more fun and less work." 

Varmus himself, o f  course, will be eligi- 
ble for study section service next year, after 
he leaves NIH to become president o f  the 
Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center 
in New York City. Will he volunteer? 

"Volunteer?" he replies. "No. But i f  they 
call me, I'll think it over." 

Since 1996, Yamamoto and others have 
been pushing another idea that is just now 
taking effect: oversight by "IRG Working 
Groups." These will be teams o f  eight to 10 
extramural researchers who will attend at 
least one round o f  peer-review meetings, 
monitor the activities o f  their IRG and its 
component study sections, and offer advice 
on whether the scientific boundaries be- 
tween study sections are still appropriate- 
as well, no doubt, as on the conduct o f  re- 
views. In effect, they will peer review the 
peer reviewers. I f  they can exercise enough 
diplomatic skill to avoid friction with study 

ence, which is changing so rapidly, can 
really be adequately be supported and 
tracked." The first three IRG Working 
Groups are already on the job. Five more 
are in the planning stage. 

For individual researchers. however. 
the biggest boon may come from more ef-  
ficient communication through the Inter- 
net. NIH officials say they are only a year 
or two away from establishing a long- 
sought system o f  electronic submission 
and review o f  grant applications that 
could slash by nearly one-half the 10- 
month lag from submission to award. 
Doing away with time lost to printing, 
collating, distributing, and mailing grant 
applications also might enable researchers 
to submit revised proposals without miss- 
ing a grant-award cycle. 

Whatever the outcome o f  the Alberts 
panel recommendations, peer review is 
changing. And perhaps it should be no 
surprise that the process is taking longer 
than anyone would like. "This really is 
like turning a big ship," Yamamoto says. 

section members and chairs, they may pro- "Ellie is trying to do a lot o f  things at the 
vide a mechanism for adapting the peer- same time, with a staff that's already over- 
review system as science evolves. Alberts burdened." 
is counting on the IRG Working Groups to Will Varmus's departure in January slow 
keep the system up to date. He sees this as the momentum? Yamamoto hopes the loss 
a "great once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to will be limited. "He's put the ship in the right 
create a system that won't be just locked in direction," Yamamoto says. "Inertia can be a 
place, but can continually be evaluated by fiiend here." -BRUCE AGNEW 
outside experts-and in which modern sci- Bruce Agnew is a writer in Bethesda, Maryland. 

The Misconduct Case That 
Won't Go Away 

The University of Arizona fired Marguerite Kay Last year, but supporters 
nationwide are rallying to her cause and a legal decision is pending 

A contentious scientific misconduct case 
that has divided faculty at the University 
o f  Arizona may be heading toward a new 
climax. This month, an Arizona state 
court is considering a request by the 
accused-a prominent researcher on ag- 
ing, Marguerite Kay-to be reinstated as 
Regents Professor at the University o f  
Arizona (UA), Tucson. University presi- 
dent Peter Likins dismissed Kay abruptly 
on 15 July 1998 after a series o f  faculty- 
led investigations concluded that Kay had 
manipulated data and seriously misman- 
aged her lab. Kay has appealed the dis- 
missal to the state court, which issued a 
decision partly in her favor on a different 
legal basis in April. The current appeal 
could be decided in a few weeks. 

Kay, cited for her research on the aging 
o f  blood cells and the role o f  the immune 

system in Alzheimer's disease, has enjoyed 
the continuous support o f  a vocal contin- 
gent o f  the faculty. Her foremost advocate 
is her former department chair, John Mar- 
chiolonis, head o f  microbiology and im- 
munology. He insists that the scientific 
misconduct charges against Kay were 
played up by administrators who resented 
Kay's challenges to their decisions on lab 
resources and service fees. 

Former UA vice president for research 
Michael Cusanovich, who coordinated the 
initial Kay investigation, says these allega- 
tions are unfounded. The inquiry, he says, 
began when one o f  Kay's former techni- 
cians filed a written complaint with the 
university, and the investigation was con- 
ducted by independent panels selected by 
the faculty, in accordance with U A  rules. 
Marchiolonis and Carol Bernstein-a 
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