MERIT REVIEW PROCESS


1.  Scope.  The Joint BLR&D and CSR&D Services Merit Review Board is the Federal Advisory Committee responsible for the scientific review of Merit Review proposals.  The Committee is comprised of Panels that serve as the review groups. Panels may be further divided depending on the number and scope of applications received. The Portfolio Manager of the Panel is the designated Federal Official in charge of the Panel meeting and is responsible for conducting the meeting in accordance with the policies of VHA BLR&D and CSR&D Services and the Federal Advisory Committee Act.



2.  Description of Merit Review Panels.  The scientific purview of the Panels is provided in the guidance document, Purview of BLR&D and CSR&D Merit Review Panels. 


(1)  The Panel members are recruited from VA medical centers, universities, industry, public and private research foundations, and other Federal and state government agencies.  Anyone may suggest individuals for membership on any Panel.


(2)  Panel members are expected to:


(a)  Have broad knowledge in their areas of expertise, 


(b)  Have a history of peer reviewed funding or the equivalent scientific experience, and 


(c)  Be leaders in their fields. 


(3)  Members of the Panel usually serve 4-year terms that may be extended. 


(4)  Ad hoc members may be recruited as needed.


(5)  The Secretary for Veterans Affairs appoints Board members based on nominations from the Directors, BLR&D and CSR&D Services.


(6)  The proceedings of the Panel meetings are confidential. 
3. The Merit Review Panels review all Merit Review proposals including clinical trials and epidemiology proposals.  Merit Review Panels consist of core members and ad hoc consultants. Each application is reviewed by three subject matter experts: one primary and two secondary reviewers. Usually Panel members are present at the meeting. However, in certain circumstances, a member may participate by teleconference or contribute a review by mail.  For small Panels, the entire meeting may be conducted by teleconference.

4. Streamlining.  Streamlining a proposal means that the proposal is not discussed or scored at the Merit Review Panel meeting and that no summary statement text is generated for that proposal.  The Panel may streamline proposals that reviewers initially rank in the lower half of all the proposals being reviewed.  Initial rank is determined by the priority scores for the proposal corresponding to the individual reviews written prior to the Panel meeting.  At the beginning of the Panel meeting, the Chair announces the applications being proposed for streamlining.  The Chair then asks the entire Panel if any member wants any application from the streamlining list to be discussed.  If any reviewer requests discussion of a proposal, that application is subsequently fully discussed and scored.  All other proposals on the streamlining list are not discussed or scored.

5. For proposals that are discussed, reviewers present the research proposed and their individual evaluations.  The Chair opens the discussion to the entire Panel.  Following discussion and assignment of a priority score, Panel members comment on any ethical, biosafety, animal studies, or human studies concerns.  If it appears that the proposal will fall within a possible fundable range, the budget and duration of the award are discussed and recommendations are made.  A preliminary draft Summary Statement reflecting the discussion and the recommendations of the Panel is prepared at the meeting.  A final Summary Statement is prepared after administrative review, and may contain additional administrative notes.


a. Criteria for Review and Scoring of the Proposal

(1)  The following criteria are considered during scientific merit review:


(a)  Significance of the research.


(b)  Scientific approach, including preliminary data and appropriateness of experimental design.


(c)  Feasibility of the proposed studies including the expertise of the PI and collaborators and the environment available for conducting the studies.


(d) Innovation


(e) Relevance to the healthcare of veterans


(2)  All Panel members, including ad hoc members, present during the review and discussion of the proposal assign a priority score from 10-50 with 10 being the most meritorious score.  Following the conclusion of the meeting, the priority scores are averaged.  The Panel is not apprised of the mean priority score voted for the proposal at the meeting.


b. Conflict Of Interest, Confidentiality, and Non Disclosure.  Panel members do not participate in review of proposals from their own institutions or those proposals from investigators with whom they have a scientific or personal relationship. Panel members who have a conflict of interest based on academic and/or research affiliations, collaboration, or personal relationships are not present during discussion of the proposal, do not assign a score, and are not made aware of the scoring for that proposal.  Detailed rules on conflict of interest, confidentiality, and non disclosure of review materials and proceedings are provided in guidance document, Conflict of Interest, Confidentiality, and Non Disclosure Rules.   Reviewers must certify pre-meeting and post-meeting that they are in compliance with these rules.

     c. Ethics Training.   Prior to each review cycle, each Panel member is provided a copy of “Ethics Rules for Advisory Committee Members Who are Special Government Employees.” This document points out ethics issues that may arise in connection with service on an advisory committee, the relevant federal laws, and where to seek advice on ethics issues.  At the end of a Panel meeting, each member must certify that he/she has reviewed this document.


d. Disapproved Proposals.  A proposal may be disapproved if the Panel determines that the proposed studies are unethical or are unlikely to yield useful information.   


(1)  Proposals that are disapproved are not given a numerical score and may not be resubmitted.

(2) Studies disapproved for ethical considerations may not be carried out in VA space, or with VA resources, even if the project is funded by another agency.

