
 

Study explores effects of review setting on
scientific peer review

August 7 2013

Research findings published today in PLOS ONE report that the setting
in which a scientific peer review panel evaluates grant applications does
not necessarily impact the outcome of the review process. However, the
research found that the average amount of discussion panelists engage in
during the review is reduced. The investigation examined more than
1,600 grant application reviews coordinated by the American Institute of
Biological Sciences Scientific Peer Advisory and Review Services (AIBS
SPARS) on behalf of a federal agency over a four-year period.

The researchers compared two years when grant applications were
reviewed using an in-person peer review panel to two years when panels
were conducted via teleconference or videoconference.

Funding organizations routinely bring experts together to review
research grant applications. A process known as scientific peer review,
the goal of these panels is to identify the best research applications.

"There are no studies exploring whether the review setting significantly
alters the quality of the peer review process," stated Dr. Stephen Gallo,
the lead author of this study and Technical Operations Manager for
AIBS SPARS.

"Our goal is always a reliable and high-quality peer-review process. It is
important that we understand the strengths and weaknesses of different
peer review methods," said Scott Glisson, Director of AIBS SPARS and
an author of this study.
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The findings appear in "Teleconference Versus Face-To-Face Scientific
Peer Review of Grant Applications: Effects on Review Outcomes"
published in PLOS ONE.

"Little difference was found in most of the review metrics between face-
to-face and teleconference settings," said Gallo. Application scoring was
only modestly affected and reviewers used the full scoring range
regardless of review setting. The reviewer ratings were highly reliable in
both settings.

Often, the greatest anticipated difference between in-person and
teleconference panels is the amount of time allocated to discussing
applications. This study found teleconference or videoconference panels
allocated less time to application discussions than in-person panels.

"This is a first of its kind study that provides valuable data to help
research program managers select appropriate models for conducting
peer review," said Glisson.

More research is needed. "We should know whether the reduced amount
of discussion and peripheral interactions that occur in a teleconference
setting influence the final panel outcomes, and, ultimately the
productivity of the research that is funded," said Gallo.
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