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Thanks to Bill Parks & Tom Hawn for slides and ideas 



 Research Administration—Monica Fawthrop 

 Writing a Grant—Randall Curtis 

 NIH Structure & Behind the Scenes at a Study 

Section—Sheila Lukehart 



 The NIH 
◦ Structure 
◦ How to navigate your way through NIH 
◦ Funding and success rates 

 
 Grant Review Process 
◦ Mechanics of review 
◦ Psychology and tips 





Director of NIH 
Francis Collins, MD PhD 

27 Institutes  & Centers 



NIAID 

NIH Structure—Contacts 
27  Institutes & Centers 

NCI 

NHLBI 

NIGMS 

NIDDK 

Fogarty Int’l 
Center 

Divisions / Branches 
Program Officers 
  

Your Contact 
• Before writing a K or R application 
• After the research or training 

application has been reviewed 

Scientific Review Program 
Review Committees—SRO 
        CSR or Institute 

Office of Research Training Your Contact 
• Before writing a K application 

Institute Advisory Council 

Your Contact 
• Before the review 



• NIH Guide for 
Grants and 
Contracts 
 

•NIH website 



 R-series  Research Grants R03, R21, R01 
 P-,U-series grants P01, U19 
 Individual Training Awards 
◦ K-series K08, K23, K01, K99/R00, K22, K02, K24 
◦ F-series F31, F32, F33 

 Contracts 



READ THIS 
CAREFULLY!! 

•Purpose 

•Eligibility 

•Deadlines 

•Page limits 

•Links to forms 

•Required sections 

•Review criteria 

•Animals, humans 

•Contacts 





http://report.nih.gov/NIHDatabook/Charts/Default.aspx?showm=Y&chartId=124&catId=13 



http://report.nih.gov/NIHDatabook/Charts/Default.aspx?showm=Y&chartId=171&catId=15 



http://report.nih.gov/NIHDatabook/Charts/Default.aspx?showm=Y&chartId=177&catId=15 



http://report.nih.gov/NIHDatabook/Charts/Default.aspx?showm=Y&chartId=64&catId=16 



http://report.nih.gov/NIHDatabook/Charts/Default.aspx?showm=Y&chartId=223&catId=16 
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Research Career Development Awards:  
Success Rates 

Data from NIH Databook 



You → UW OSP → CSR→ Institute Assignment→ Reviewers →Council 
   Study Section Assignment  

NIH 

Cover letter 
 Suggest Institute assignment 
 Suggest study section 
 Identify areas of needed expertise 
 Identify conflicts 
 Do not recommend specific reviewers 

 



Your  R-series, 
F-series grant 
application 

Center  for 
Scientific 
Review 

Your K-series 
grant application 

Institute-based 
Scientific 
Review 

Committees 

Institute 
Advisory 
Council 

$$$ 

Application 
Pathway 



1 K08 AI 102201-01AI 

Type       Institute            Support year 

  Activity       Serial No           Suffix 

► Type:  1 New, 2 Noncompeting renewal,  5 Competing renewal 

► Activity:  Type of grant 

► Institute:  Identifies parent Institute or Center 

► Serial number:  Unique 5-6 digit code, assigned by CSR 

► Support year:  Indicates current year of support, 01 is first 

year 

► Suffix (optional):  Indicates supplement, amended, etc 



R or K series application 
 
Program Officer 
 

• Institute-based 
• Before submission 
• After study section review 
• Has influence on funding 
• Tracks progress 

K series application 
 
Institute Training Officer 
 

• Before submission 

Scientific Review Officer (SRO) 
 
• CSR- or Institute-based 
• Before or during review stage 
• Has no influence on funding 

Grant 
Preparation 

Submit 
to NIH Review 

Discuss 
outcome 

Award & 
active grant 

PO or TO SRO PO  



 Separate from Institutes  
 Receives, assigns, and 

reviews 
 84,000 in FY2013 
 236 Scientific Review Officers  
 ~17,000 reviewers/yr 
 >220 Study Sections 
 1,500 review meetings/yr 

Before 
electronic 
submission Now 



 Organ-, disease, scientific-based expertise 
◦ 25 Integrated Review Groups 
◦ >220 Study Sections 

 12-24 members per SS, mostly from academia 
◦ Plus ~12+ ad hoc reviewers 

 60-100+ applications per meeting 
◦ ~12 per member 
◦ 3 reviewers per application 

 CSR Website 
◦ Study section scope and policies 
◦ Roster of reviewers 
◦ Meeting schedules 

 Study sections are advisory—they do not fund applications 



 Institute-related expertise 
 1-4 review committees per institute 
 Focus on training awards:  K’s, T’s 
 12-18 members per committee, mostly 

from academia 
◦ Plus ~6 ad hoc reviewers 

 30-50+ applications per meeting 
◦ ~6-8 per member 
◦ 3 reviewers per application 

 Rosters are harder to find—look at 
each institute 

 Review Committees are advisory—they 
do not fund applications 



 Established Investigators 
◦ 50% Professors 
◦ 30% Associate Professors 
◦ 8% Assistant Professors 

 Have active NIH funding 
 Relevant expertise 
 Reputation for unbiased approach 
 Diversity 
◦ Racial & ethnic 
◦ Gender 
◦ Geographic 

1946 First NIH Study Section 

Today 



Before the meeting 
Applications are available via the internet 
Available to reviewers 6-8 weeks prior to the meeting 
1◦, 2◦, 3◦ reviewers assigned 
 
 
Training Awards (K’s, F’s) 
◦ Reviewers typically review applications on a wide range of topics 
◦ May not be an expert in all applications assigned 

 
 
 



 Scores and critiques are uploaded 1 week before meeting 
 Each criterion is given a score: 1,2,3….9 (1 is best!) 
◦ These scores are not discussed during the meeting, but are included in Summary Statement 

 Each reviewer gives an overall Impact Score 
◦ Not the mean of the criterion scores; only score discussed at meeting 

 Initial scores become available to all committee members 
 Applications are ranked in order of initial mean Impact Scores 
 Lower 40-60% are not discussed (Impact Score of ~4.0 and above) 
◦ Any such application can be “resurrected” at the meeting for discussion 
◦ Applicants receive the critiques and individual criteria scores 
◦ No summary of discussion is provided to applicant 

 
 
 



Individual Training 
F-Series Grants 
 Overall impact 

 

Review Criteria 
 Candidate 
 Sponsor and training 

environment 
 Research training 

proposal/plan 
 Training potential 

 
 

Career Development       
K-series Grants 
 Overall impact 

 

Review Criteria 
 Candidate 
 Career development plan 

Career goals and objectives  
Plan to provide mentoring 

 Research Plan 
 Mentor, consultants, 

collaborators 
 Environment & Institutional 

commitment 
 
 

Investigator-Initiated 
R-series Grants 
 Overall impact 

 

Review Criteria 
 Significance 
 Innovation 
 Approach 
 Investigator 
 Environment 

 
  

Human subjects, Vertebrate Animals, Inclusion Plans, Biohazards, 
Responsible Conduct of Research—all affect score 



► Begin at 8 AM EST  (i.e., 5 AM PST) 
► Cramped room full of laptops, files, and jet-lagged reviewers 
► Streamlining 
► Review in groups 

o Grant type  
o Alphabetically 
o Best to worst 
o ESI separate 

► 15-20 min per application 
► Short lunch break, bad hotel food 
► Work until 6 PM or later 
► Eat, sleep (catch up on email) 
► Repeat again the next day 
 
 



► Conflicts identified 
► All 3 reviewers announce their preliminary 

Impact Scores 
► Primary reviewer briefly describes the 

application, and highlight strengths and 
weaknesses for each criterion 

► Other assigned reviewers add only new items 
► Additional review criteria (Humans, etc) 
► Open for general discussion 
► Reviewers restate scores 
► Range, variation 
► Each member scores in whole integers 1-9 
► Final score is the mean of all scores, to the 

first decimal X 10        3.1 X 10 = 31 
► Additional review considerations (Budget, 

Resource sharing) 
► Do it again with next application 

 



► Reviewers are humans 
► Assigned reviewers have the most 

influence on scoring 
► A passionate reviewer (pro or con) can 

influence the group 
► New reviewers tend to be the toughest 
► Any committee member can vote outside 

the “range” 
► Final Impact Score is usually (85%) 

close to the initial Impact Score 
 

http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/c
ontactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-
youtube-videos.aspx  

Mock Study Section Video 

http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/contactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpages/nih-grant-review-process-youtube-videos.aspx


► Funding decisions are  made by 
Councils  

► Paylines are published—go to 
institute web site 

► Percentiles vs. Impact Scores 
► Vary among institutes (~10%) 
► Paylines shift during the FY 
► You may be funded beyond the 

payline 
 



► Understand what reviewers go through   
 
 

► Make it as easy for them as possible  
 
 

► Put your best foot forward!! 
 



 At home, on a plane, on vacation….. 
 At the last minute—thus many at 

once 
 Reviewers get tired, frustrated, 

stressed, less than optimally 
sympathetic 

SO……. 
 Do not make the reviewers read 

papers or go to the internet—they 
won’t do it! 

 Do not make the reviewer think! 
 Do not tick off the reviewers! 

 
 

????
? 

Grrrrrr! 

Zzzzzz…
. 



 Use simple, clear, concise language 
 Emphasize (bold, underline, box) the important 

points 
 Repeat key pieces of information, hypotheses, 

etc. 
 Flow logically between sentences, paragraphs 
 A figure is worth 1000 words! 

Read successful applications 



 Use correct font and margins 
 Observe page length restrictions 
 Use proper English, grammar, punctuation 
 Avoid jargon, too many abbreviations  
 No typographical errors! 
 Visually appealing 



Boring—and causes tired eyes…… 



Visual Appeal 

 
 
‣ Open space 
‣ Clear organization 
‣ Use of Bold, CAPITALS, 

underlining  to define 
sections 
‣ Figures and flow charts to 

explain experimental 
design 
 



Tips and Pet Peeves 

• Keep the Personal Statement succinct 
• Make clear when you started your time in the lab 
• Do not follow the NIH example 

 
• Honors—nothing from high school!! 

 
• Publications 

• Up-to-date (no “In press… for 2005”) 
• Complete citations, all authors 
• Name changed? Let us know. 
• Must match what we see online 

 
• Some leeway is OK for new investigators 

• OK to include manuscripts submitted and in 
preparation (separate section?) 

• OK to add another heading for abstracts (e.g., 
Presentations) 

 
• Important to show what you have done 

 



 The most critical page in the application 
 The first line(s) must be compelling!! 
 It is a one page summary of the application 
◦ Why is this problem significant? 
◦ What is the hypothesis(es), and what data support it? 
◦ What are the exciting new preliminary data that support your aims? 
◦ What are you going to do? 
◦ What will your results mean for the field? 

► Summary diagram is good 



 ~1 page 
 Why does this research matter? 
 Critically review the literature 
 Cite original, timely papers, not reviews 
 Identify gaps in knowledge; state how you 

will fill those gaps 
 Tie the background to each Specific Aim 
 Don’t be afraid to disagree with 

something, but say why 
 Stay focused on issues that you will study 
 Graphics (cartoons, model, pathways, etc) 

are helpful 
 Show tempered enthusiasm 
 Assume you are writing for a non- expert 

 

Pet Peeves 
 Too long 
 Strays from focus 
 Not timely or scholarly 
 Selective citation of literature 
 Unfettered exuberance 

 
 



 What is new about your idea? 

 How will it change the way 
people think about your 
topic? 

 How will your results affect 
the future of research in your 
field? 

 How will your results affect 
research in other fields? 

 

Pet Peeves 
 Thinking that being the 

first to apply an already 
trendy technique to your 
field is innovative 

 Looking at new strain, 
cell line, etc. unless there 
is a compelling biological 
reason to do so 
 
 
 



 Summarize relevant experience and 
contributions 

 Relate preliminary data to each aim 
(highlight your data) 

 Critically interpret your data 

 Thus, these data indicate…. Draw 
conclusions for the reviewer! 

 About 5-8 readable figures or tables (fewer 
for K’s) 

 Embed figures near text 

 Figures should be self-explanatory.  Use 
legend to reinforce conclusions 

 Do not rely on published papers, websites, 
or appendix material 
 

Pet Peeves 
 No (or incorrect) figure or table 

numbers 
 Not crediting work of others 
 No link to the Aims 
 Having to look for the figures being 

discussed in the text 
 Figures too small to see or read 

labels 
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‣ This is the meat of the science 
‣ More narrative than technical 
‣ Organize by Specific Aim 

• Rationale 
• Approach (brief summary of 

strategy) 
• Experiments 
• Expected results & interpretation 
• Potential Pitfalls and Alternative 

Approaches 
• Future Directions (short) 

‣ Quantification and statistics 
‣ Methods 

• Justify why, not how, you are doing 
something 

• Give priority to new or difficult 
methods 

 

Pet Peeves 
 No logical flow from aim to aim 
 Everything dependent on Aim 1 
 No link to the Aims 
 Having to look for the figures 

being discussed in the text 
 Figures too small to see or read 

labels 
 Overly ambitious 
 Too much methodological detail 
 No interpretation of expected 

findings 
 
 
 
 



 Strong detailed letters from collaborators and 
consultants 

 Priorities and timelines 



 
 Answer all categories 
• Biohazards 
• Humans subjects 
• Vertebrate animals 
• Letters of support 

 Address or state “NA” 
• Select agents, Resource 

Sharing, etc 
 Bibliography 

• Correct format 
 

Pet Peeves 
 All sections not addressed 
 Incomplete references 
 Misnumbered or incorrect 

references 
 Lack of detail in Human or 

Animal sections 
 No Biohazard section 

 
 
 
 



 Candidate 
– Reviewers want to feel as if they 

know you—obstacles, inspiration, 
pathway 

 Career Goals & Objectives 
– Strengths & weaknesses of your 

training/preparation; where you see 
yourself in 10 years; what you need 
to get there 

 Career Development Plan 
– Courses, specific training, teaching, 

lab/project management skills, paper 
and grant-writing, mentoring 
students, timeline to independence 

 

Pet Peeves 
 Science-focused, ignoring 

other aspects of career 
development 

 No sense of what motivates 
the applicant 

 No self-reflection about 
weaknesses in preparation 

 No detailed timeline for 
career development 
activities 
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