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Dear Professor Anderson 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the NHMRC Draft Principles of Peer Review. 
 
An effective, efficient peer review process that results in fair, robust funding decisions is at the core of 
the NHMRC’s ability to support the highest calibre research.  
 
In recent years, under your leadership, the NHMRC peer review process has undergone significant 
reform, clearly well meaning and purposeful in its nature, to improve transparency and fairness of the 
system at all levels. There is significant concern, however, that this reform has not been wholly good 
for the process. In particular, there is view amongst AAMRI’s members that the quality of the review 
process itself, especially in arriving at the best rank ordered list of grant proposals, is not as strong as 
it once was. There is also a view that the process has become increasingly burdensome and that, as a 
result, the productivity of the sector is under stress. 
 
There is an opportunity through the Principles of Peer Review consultation to reform the NHMRC peer 
review system in a way that maintains the highest level of transparency and integrity, but improves the 
likelihood that only the highest quality grants get funded in a manner that is as efficient as possible.  
 
It is AAMRI’s view that, as they stand, the draft principles are unlikely to drive change towards a higher 
quality system. We appeal to you to increase their focus on the quality of decision making, including 
the robustness of processes to select the most appropriate reviewers and ensure the best funding 
outcomes.   
 
Thank you for considering AAMRI’s submission on the Draft Principles of Peer Review. We recognise 
the complexity of the task at hand, that is, to achieve the best, merit-based funding outcomes in a way 
that is fully open, fair, accountable and transparent.  
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Professor Brendan Crabb 
President, Association of Australian Medical Research Institutes 
  



	  
	  
	  

 

	  president@aamri.org

PO Box 2097, Royal Melbourne Hospital VIC  3050
T  03  9345 2500  

www.aamri.org
ABN 12 144 783 728

AAMRI response to NHMRC Draft Principles of Peer Review Consultation Paper 
 
Peer review guidelines and processes are integral to the fairness and transparency of the NHMRC 
grants system, and its ability to reward the highest calibre research. 
 
While AAMRI broadly supports the principles outlined in the NHMRC Draft Principles of Peer Review 
consultation paper, we are concerned that they do not sufficiently emphasise the quality of decision 
making, and the effectiveness and efficiency of peer review processes in ensuring the best, merit-
based funding outcomes.  
 
We also recommend that each of the eight principles, in addition to their current focus on peer review 
participants and procedures, cover peer review methodology, selection criteria, scoring processes and 
peer review guidelines. All of these components underpin an accountable, robust peer review system 
and should be reflected in the principles governing this system. 
Outlined below is more detailed feedback on each of the principles in the consultation paper. 

Principle 1. Fairness  

AAMRI recommends that the Fairness principle be broadened in its focus.  
 
Currently the Fairness principle covers peer review participants and the processes for complaints, but 
overlooks the fairness of peer review methodology, selection criteria, scoring processes and peer 
review guidelines. We request that these be specifically included under this principle (consistent with 
their inclusion in Principle 2 – Transparency).  
 
We also suggest that the concepts of ‘flexibility’ and ‘breadth’, which underpin fairness, be captured 
under this principle. There is an opportunity, through the Fairness principle, for the NHMRC peer 
review system to support more flexible and non-traditional career paths. 
 
There is increasing concern amongst AAMRI’s members that selection criteria and peer review 
scoring processes do not support flexible career paths (e.g. movement of researchers in and out of 
related sectors, or time away from research for personal/family reasons), and researchers are unfairly 
(and unwisely) penalised for time spent away from competitive grant-funded research, and for pursuits 
that do not result in the output of peer-reviewed publications (e.g. commercialisation and translational 
outcomes outside traditional academic metrics).  
 
Fair, flexible and broad-reaching selection criteria and scoring processes in the peer review process 
ensure that positive choices (such as translation of research outcomes) are encouraged, not 
penalised, and that research career pathways are more flexible and desirable. 

Principle 2. Transparency  

AAMRI recommends that it be acknowledged under this principle that any changes to selection 
criteria, scoring processes, eligibility criteria, funding rules or peer review guidelines should 
occur via a transparent process with appropriate consultation and evidence base. 
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There are instances where changes have been made to NHMRC funding rules, guidelines or eligibility 
criteria without sufficient consultation or evidence base. An example of this is the amendment to the 
Funding Rules for Project Grants commencing in 2014 requiring that the Chief Investigator A (CIA) 
have the largest time commitment to the project. Another example is the amendment to the 2013 
Funding Rules for Project Grants requiring that CIAs be employed by the administering institution, or 
hold an academic appointment from a University that administers the grant funding. These changes 
were retrospectively over-turned or not enforced based on stakeholder feedback or the lack of an 
evidence base for their implementation. 
 
To avoid further instances of this and to maintain the research community’s confidence in the review 
process, we recommend that the principle of Transparency include that any changes affecting peer 
review processes (including guidelines, scoring processes, selection criteria and funding rules) 
undergo a transparent and consistent consultation process. 

Principle 3. Independence 

AAMRI supports the principle of independence. 

Principle 4. Appropriateness and balance  

In line with earlier comments, AAMRI recommends that Principle 4 place a greater emphasis on 
ensuring robust peer review methodology, and quality, consistent decision making in order to 
ensure the best funding outcomes in a manner that is as efficient as possible. 
 
To reflect this, we strongly urge that the principle title be changed to reflect ‘quality’, ‘robustness’ and 
‘efficiency’ of the peer review system, and that the scope of this principle be broadened beyond its 
focus on review panels, to include peer review processes and methodology.  
 
While ‘appropriate and balanced’ peer review panels are required to achieve quality decisions, they 
are not enough. 
 
At the heart of a well-functioning peer review process is: 

• a robust, efficient methodology;  

• senior, experienced panels with the power to select and assemble the best teams to review 
grants, and with sufficient experience to make quality, merit-based judgements on highly 
complex projects; 

• panel chairs who are suitably expert and across the NHMRC guidelines in order to ensure 
fairness and transparency; and 

• a panel and system that has sufficient time to devote to each grant application to make fair, 
rigorous decisions. 

 
AAMRI acknowledges the importance of impartiality (principle 7) and transparency (principle 2) in the 
peer review process, and that several amendments to the peer review system over recent years have 
successfully improved transparency (and possibly impartiality). However, in AAMRI’s view, these 
changes have come at the expense of the quality of the decisions made by review panels. That is to 
say, we have less confidence now that the merit-based order of grants is optimum than was once the 
case.  
 
For example, it has been raised by AAMRI members that the grant spokesperson, working with the 
Grant Review Panel Chair, does not have sufficient capacity to assemble the highest quality peer 
review teams for grants. At present the spokesperson is encumbered with reports from individuals that 
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he/she had no role in selecting and whom he/she may feel did not cover all relevant aspects of the 
grant. The current peer review process – whereby Academy members, who have not read the grant as 
closely as a spokesperson, work with the NHMRC secretariat to appoint reviewers – can simply not 
have as high a likelihood of choosing the right team of reviewers for a grant as a group of grant 
spokespeople working with the Chair and Deputy Chair of a Grant Review Panel. 
 
Another important factor affecting the quality of the peer review system, and currently lacking from the 
Principles of Peer Review consultation paper, is the principle of efficiency. There is concern that the 
burdensome nature of the NHMRC grant and peer review system – on reviewers, grant applicants and 
the NHMRC – is not enabling the necessary time and energy to be devoted to each grant application 
to ensure rigorous peer review decisions.  
 
There is an opportunity to improve the efficiency, and thus the quality, of peer review by better aligning 
the information requested in applications with the information used to judge applications, by removing 
requests for repetitious criteria within applications, and, most importantly, by re-configuring the grant 
system to encourage a lower volume of high quality grant applications. For example, moving towards 
people-based funding where grants are awarded for 5-year programs/teams of research – rather than 
the current primarily project-based system that funds many relatively small 3-year projects – would 
free up time for researchers to submit the highest quality grants, reduce the number of grant 
applications and the burden on peer reviewers, and result in higher quality peer review decisions.  
 
Finally, the quality of peer review decisions is also affected by the experience of Grant Review Panels 
in areas outside the traditional academic career path. In particular, the lack of commercialisation 
expertise on many Grant Review Panels affects the quality and fairness of peer review decisions. 
While Principle 4 refers to peer review panels meeting “the objectives and breadth of disciplines 
covered by applications received”, in practice, this has rarely included expertise in the 
commercialisation or translation of research outcomes. AAMRI recommends making specific 
reference under this principle to commercialisation and/or translation expertise. 
 
One mechanism to ensure the inclusion of commerciasliation expertise on Grant Review Panels 
where it is appropriate is to allow grant/fellowship applicants with a commercial/translational 
background or with projects with a commercial/translational component to tick a box to request that an 
expert in commercialisation be on the Grant Review Panel assessing their application. This could be 
akin to the process used for grant applications relevant to Indigenous communities. The NHMRC 
might also consider altering the scoring process of such grants to better recognise commercialisation/ 
translation outcomes. 

Principle 5. Research Community Participation 

AAMRI supports the principle of Research Community Participation. 

Principle 6. Confidentiality 

AAMRI supports the principle of Confidentiality. 

Principle 7. Impartiality  

AAMRI supports the principle of Impartiality. However, we recommend that it be noted under 
this principle that impartiality be appropriately balanced with review participant privacy, 
efficiency of the peer review process, and ensuring the best possible funding outcomes.  
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As outlined earlier, there is concern that changes to ensure impartiality of the peer review process 
have been at the expense of having the most experienced and knowledgeable people assessing 
NHMRC grant applications.  
 
AAMRI members have also raised concerns about the NHMRC’s policies for managing conflicts of 
interest. For example, contracts provided to members of NHMRC panels, e.g. the Assigners Academy, 
require that they list all possible conflicts of interest with anything related to NHMRC activities. 
Members of such panels should only be required to declare conflicts of interest regarding the matters 
under consideration. In the case of the Assigners Academy, for example, this should only be the 
grants that have been allocated to the relevant panel.  

Principle 8. Continuous improvement 

AAMRI strongly supports the principle of Continuous Improvement, and emphasises the 
importance of stakeholder consultation in guiding improvements to the NHMRC peer review 
system, including changes to processes, methodology, guidelines, selection criteria and scoring 
processes. We also request that consultation be via an open process and include all relevant sections 
of the sector. 
 
We strongly suggest that reference be made under this principle to improvements being based on 
evidence. It is essential that ‘change’ is not simply seen as ‘improvement’. Strong empirical evidence 
that changes have led to improvements is key.  

NHMRC Obligations 

The consultation paper states: “For individual funding schemes, full documentation will be provided so 
that applicants have sufficient information to allow them to understand the scoring and decision-
making process”. AAMRI suggests adding “in a timely manner” to this statement.  
 
The consultation paper also states that: “Administering institutions should take responsibility for the 
quality of applications submitted to NHMRC, in order to minimise the burden on the peer review 
system.” 
 
While we acknowledge a role for institutions in ensuring the quality of grant applications, we suggest 
that it also be acknowledged that the quality of applications is strongly influenced by the design of the 
NHMRC grant system and that the NHMRC also has a responsibility to implement a grant system that 
does not inadvertently encourage high volume, (and consequently) lower quality grant applications. As 
outlined earlier, it is AAMRI’s view that there has been a trend towards a more burdensome grants 
and peer review system.  
 
For example, in the past, under the former Regional Grants Interviewing Committees, researchers with 
six NHMRC Project Grants were generally awarded a 5-year Program Grant for their entire program of 
research. Among other positive outcomes, this decreased the burden on the peer review process by 
reducing the total number of grant applications in the system. Currently, the quanta of funding for 
researchers on Program Grants range between $279,045 and $498,962 per annum. This is equivalent 
to just 1-3 Project Grants (i.e. the average size of Project Grants commencing in 2013 was $626,345, 
which, given that the majority of Project Grants are awarded for 3 years, is equivalent to $208,782 per 
annum). This discourages applications for the Program Grant scheme in favour of applying for multiple 
Project Grant applications, increasing the burden on researchers, the NHMRC and the peer review 
system.  
 
  



	  
	  

	   5 

Another example of where the grant system design has increased the burden on the peer review 
process is the co-existence of 5-year Program Grant and Fellowship schemes, which require the 
separate review of the same 5-year research plan from an applicant to fund his/her salary (fellowship) 
and research (Program Grant). A single people-based scheme that covers both the salary and 
research program of researchers would reduce this burden on the peer review system. 
 
 


