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Toronto, December 12th, 2014 
 
 
Letter to the CIHR: 
 
As promised, here are some of the major issues that we, as reviewers of the Phase I Pilot, have noticed when doing 
the reviews.  Some of these were captured in the survey that CIHR sent around, but others were not. We just wrote 
down some impressions and suggestions around several topics, in no particular order. 
 
1) Stage of career.  Since this phase I is essentially a CV evaluation, new and mid-career applicants have a very 
hard time to compete with established investigators. Although all of us took the stage of career into consideration in 
the ranking, we do not feel that this is working particularly well.  While we have heard of CIHR ensuring that a 
percentage of the spots for Phase II have been reserved for new investigators, we still feel that these may be better 
served if they were compared directly to each other in a separate competition/panel.  This would also permit 
revisiting which criteria should be used for these early career investigators (e.g. the “leadership” category should 
probably not be weighed very heavily, if at all).  As for the mid-career investigators, we feel that they may be the 
overall losers in this process: someone in the system for 6–10 years does not anymore classify as a “new 
investigator”, yet they are barely out of the starting gate. Leadership, training of postdoctoral fellows and students, 
etc., cannot be as extensive as the senior applicants, even in the case of the brightest and most promising mid-career 
applicants.  Whether a separate quota should be enforced for mid-career applicants is not immediately clear to us, 
but at the minimum we urge the CIHR to thoroughly study the “mid-career” population at both phases of the 
application.  Losing a complete generation of promising scientists to an administrative revamping of the operating 
grant programs would be a disaster, certainly for these individual scientists, but also for the competitiveness of 
Canada in research and discovery. 
 
2) Scoring scheme 
i) “Non-random” distribution of the applications and rank-based scoring. In a rank-based system as the CIHR has 
implemented, it is imperative that the distribution of the applications to the reviewer is as unbiased as possible.  A 
pile with mostly excellent applications will still get a #1 and a #15, and similarly, a moderately successful applicant 
can do well in a weaker pile.  While we understand that there were technical difficulties that made CIHR keep the 
previous “panels” for this round, CIHR should monitor very closely this issue after they implement the keyword-
based strategy.  For instance (many of us are “GMX” reviewers), “systems biology” may bring in mostly highly 
productive and accomplished applicants, while other keywords may not. At the minimum, CIHR should analyze the 
scores (O, E, G scale) in parallel to the ranking to ensure that there are no systematic biases for “strong” and “weak” 
keywords, which would result in unfair scoring.  It may also be worth revisiting adding an “enthusiasm” mention, 
similar to what CCSRI has been using in the past many years to recalibrate between panels.  This could simply take 
the form of buttons for each applicant: “must go forward”, “would like to see go forward”, “should not go forward”.  
Even if these assessments are not used initially, at least they should help in identifying problematic cases.  It may 
also be worth considering changing the number of applications reviewed by a single individual: there will be more 
randomness in a rank-based system if the reviewer has 15 applications than if s/he has 50.  The issue with the 
scoring is clearly highlighted by the figure provided by CIHR where the standard deviations are extremely large.  
The stakes are high here, and we need to make sure we are as fair as possible in determining which applications 
should move forward. Given the high variability, perhaps a larger number of grants should have been selected to 
move forward to Stage 2? Looking at the consistency between the scores obtained for the same applicant between 
stage 1 and stage 2 for categories such as leadership and productivity will be valuable. Also, it would have been 
even better if, as part of the pilot, a set of grants had been reviewed more than once to again look at ranking 
consistency to confirm that the new system is working.  
 
ii) Number of reviewers and expertise. The design of the scoring system including the number of reviewers should 
be re-examined with a critical, quantitative eye regaridng parameters such as the number of reviewers per applicant. 
In particular, a wider range of reviewers must be used. For genomics, proteomics, and bioinformatics, the 
established GMX panel was largely used. Roughly, it was split into two parts, each with a virtual moderator and half 
of the reviewers. The side effect of this approach is that each virtual panel had only one or two people with expertise 
in bioinformatics, proteomics or genomics, implying that the vast majority of applications had a minority of 
reviewers with direct expertise. Increasing the number of reviewers in such a structure does not necessarily make 
sense: eight non-experts commenting on a proteomics c.v. are likely no better than 5 or 11; it may actually be worse 
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than having just two or three reviews from the true experts. The College of Reviewers should be expanded, even if 
some reviewers are brought in for just a few applications. The idea of “rank within a pile” is challenged by this. But 
possibly there are hybrid solutions where a sufficient number of genomics experts, bioinformatics experts and 
proteomic experts are brought in so that five experts are reviewing each application. This might be relatively 
straightforward to implement. 
 
iii) Range of scores. The range of scores used by the reviewers appeared to be very small. At least one virtual 
moderator says less than 3% of all the grades were below an E (excellent) over the four categories over all their 
applications. Consider the implications for interpreting the variance in the plot circulated by the CIHR!!! The classic 
problem of “using the whole range” is a major issue. A numerical scheme, like the old scheme that everyone in the 
CIHR College of Reviewers is already familiar with, would have helped people be more precise and justify their 
scores. 
 
3) Common CV issues.  As reviewers who care about making the right call, we need to have the best source of 
information to score them fairly.  This should be helped – not hampered – by the CV provided.  Most of us feel that 
the common CV is a complete disaster.  The lack of any section in the CV for leadership categories (including peer 
reviewing, meeting organization, editorial activities, etc.) makes it difficult to fact-check any of the statements the 
applicant makes in this section, and assess the leadership contribution.  Similarly, limiting the publications and 
presentations to 25 and 10, respectively, essentially levels the playing field, making it more difficult to assess the 
relative ranking of the applicants in the “productivity” and “significant contributions” categories.  This means that, 
as reviewers, we have spent a lot of extra time browsing the applicants’ websites, and performing PubMed and other 
searches to find the information that CIHR has effectively removed.  We would suggest listing all publications / 
presentations within the past 7 years (normal cycle of renewal of the Foundation), and a limited number of most 
significant / relevant publications outside of this time period.  We would also encourage CIHR to look into asking 
the applicant to prepare a GoogleScholar or similar profile (to be linked to the common CV) so that deeper 
exploration of the publications and in particular the citations associated with them is made easier for the reviewers.  
These citations are critical in assessing the value of the contributions (though, admittedly, more useful for 
publications which have had some time to mature…).  As for the grants held, we need to know how much money is 
attributed to the applicants for those who hold team grants. While some of us like the fact that the CV is shorter than 
it used to be, which means less flipping through the pages, this should not come at the cost of missing key 
information.  Instead, CIHR should strive at improving the layout of the CV, or have it completely online as a 
searchable, hyperlinked form. On the plus side, the overall layout has been slightly improved but the impossibility of 
highlighting key elements of publications such as corresponding or co-corresponding authors, student contributions, 
etc. remains extremely problematic. 
 
4) Online discussion.  This did not work very well in most cases.  By and large, the success of this process depends 
on how proactive both the chair and the reviewers are.  There is nothing that forces a particular reviewer (or chair 
for that matter) to participate in the discussion at the moment, even when the scoring is very divergent or the 
comments “surprising”.  A clear technical issue is that the discussion period is far too long: some reviewers only 
showed up on the last day, some just on the first, etc.  This should be shortened to perhaps 1 day, which could be 
blocked far ahead in each reviewer’s calendar.  Although we understand the potential cost/time advantages of 
hosting a virtual meeting instead of an in-person one, we didn’t see any reason for having asynchronous discussions 
about the proposals. Why not keep the format of discussions as with previous panels albeit doing it online? The 
chair could start with some general comments in the morning and then a clear schedule to discuss all proposals one-
by-one based on score could be followed. This would allow discussions on particular proposals to actually start and 
end as oppose to leaving many threads unattended. We felt it was very difficult and inefficient to follow 15-16 
conversations in parallel over such a long period of time. Such online real-time discussions would also allow the 
same type of internal calibration that takes place with a regular panel.  If this is not feasible, we still urge CIHR to 
investigate other hybrid approaches which should involve real-time discussions especially in problematic cases. 
 
Besides the general issue with the asynchronous discussion format, we have found that the threading set-up was a bit 
cumbersome, such that some of the reviewers started new threads rather than answering directly within a thread, 
which made the conversation more difficult to follow.  On another technical note, it is not possible to view the 
revised scores from the other reviewers, which is problematic as it is not clear whether consensus has been reached 
or no for a given application. 
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5) Conflicts of interest. At least two of us submitted applications to this competition, and these were furthermore 
assigned back to us (!) for assessing conflicts of interest (meaning that our applications were in the same pool as the 
applications we ended up reviewing).  This is problematic for a number of reasons: a) as reviewers, we could 
technically manipulate the ranking of the applicants we feel are most in competition with us, decreasing their overall 
chance to make it to the next phase; b) we also get to see the applications for our competitors for Phase II, giving us 
an unfair advantage; c) When some of the reviewers evaluating our grant are part of the same discussions as us, this 
may potentially affect their score of our own grants, e.g. if we get into a disagreement couldn’t that lower the score 
they would give us? Alternatively, if they agree with us as a reviewer could that inflate their score of our 
application? On most grant review panels, applicants are excluded from the review process to avoid potential 
conflict of interest such as the ones we have described above. We feel that this “safer” strategy should also be 
employed for Foundation grants. 
 
A few other comments as bullet points: 

• Several of us have felt it very difficult to evaluate the program “vision” in this short format. 
• As a reviewer, stage I is now quite boring and non-rewarding. With a full application to review as in the 

previous model, the reviewers learned a lot of new techniques / interesting science that helped justifying all 
the time spent in reviewing the grants. 

• We also want to point out that another major problem with this new system is that it severely limits the use 
of reviewers with specialized knowledge from helping out – i.e. some of us were in the past specifically 
recruited to a panel because they provided a specific expertise (e.g. on a technique such as mass 
spectrometry, a model organism, etc.). Not all of us have sufficient expertise to review the entire grant, 
without the discussions that used to happen on a panel where we were able to very effectively discuss and 
score grants.  We feel that this will both disadvantage some of the applicants in terms of scoring, while not 
enabling the panel to provide the applicants with helpful feedback that would result in more judicious use 
of the CIHR funds 

  
We really hope that you and CIHR find these comments useful.  Each of us is committed to help making the 
reviewing process fair for investigators at all stages of career, and would be glad to work together with you to 
suggest practical improvements. 
 
 
Best regards, 
 
 
Anne-Claude Gingras, Lunenfeld-Tanenbaum Research Institute and University of Toronto (gingras@lunenfeld.ca) 
Thibault Mayor, University of British Columbia (mayor@mail.ubc.ca) 
Brian Raught, Princess Margaret Cancer Center and University of Toronto (brian.raught@uhnres.utoronto.ca) 
Guillaume Bourque, McGill University (guil.bourque@mcgill.ca) 
Michael Hallett, McGill University (Michael.T.Hallett@mcgill.ca) 
Wyeth Wasserman, University of British Columbia (wyeth@cmmt.ubc.ca) 
Rod Bremner, Lunenfeld-Tanenbaum Research Institute and University of Toronto (bremner@lunenfeld.ca) 
	  


