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Executive Summary 

CIHR has been developing a new Open Suite of Programs and Peer Review Processes that 
include a number of novel design elements. In order to ensure that the new elements are 
appropriate and well-implemented, CIHR is piloting them using current open competitions such 
as the Knowledge Synthesis program.  Participants of the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis pilot 
(research administrators, applicants, and reviewers) were surveyed following their participation 
in the pilot to capture their thoughts regarding the new processes and design elements.  The 
responses were compiled and are summarized briefly below. 

Effectiveness of the Structured Application Process 

Applicants and research administrators found the structured application form to be fairly easy to 
use; however, those who were resubmitting previous applications found it difficult to fit their old 
application into the new format. Over 50% of applicants found the character limit in the 
structured application to be limiting; however, the majority of reviewers found the character 
limits to be sufficient, stating that some applicants were more adept than others at including 
relevant information in their application. Reviewers found sections of the CIHR Academic CV 
that was used with this competition to be irrelevant, namely the Interviews/Media Relations and 
Community Volunteer Activities. This feedback will be taken into consideration in the 
development of the Project Scheme Biosketch which will replace the CIHR Academic CV for 
Project Scheme pilots/competitions moving forward.  

Impact on Reviewer Workload 

The majority of Stage 1 reviewers found the workload to be acceptable, and the average 
amount of time it took reviewers to both read an application and write a review was less in this 
pilot competition compared to the previous Knowledge Synthesis competition (Spring 2013). 
The majority of Stage 2 reviewers found the review workload to be manageable, take less time, 
and be easier than previous competitions.  Stage 2 reviewers spent one day (8 hours) at a face-
to-face meeting compared to a 3-day committee meeting as in previous competitions. 

Clarity of the Adjudication Criteria and Scale 

Both applicants and Stage 1 reviewers had difficulty distinguishing the “Quality of the Idea” from 

the “Importance of the Idea”. Slightly more than 50% of applicants agreed that the adjudication 

criteria should be equally weighted. For those who disagreed, the trend was to put more weight 

in the approach section at the expense of the Quality/ Importance of the Idea.  Stage 1 

reviewers found that the descriptors for the adjudication scale were clear and useful, and that 

the adjudication scale range was sufficient to allow for the description of meaningful differences 

between applications. The majority of Stage 1 reviewers indicated that they used the full range 

of the scale (A-E) when assessing their applications; however, fewer than 25% of the Stage 2 

reviewers agreed, and a quick analysis of the percentage of A-E ratings that were given out 

indicate that over 70% of the ratings given out were A or B ratings. This made it difficult for 

Stage 2 reviewers to differentiate between similarly-ranked applications. Many applicants and 

Stage 1 reviewers found that the adjudication criteria allowed applicants to effectively convey 

their integrated knowledge translation (IKT) approach.  Approximately two thirds of applicants 

found that they could convey their IKT approach as well as in previous competitions. 
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Effectiveness of the Structured Review Process 

Stage 1 - The majority of reviewers were satisfied with the reviewer worksheet, although some 
reviewers would have liked more space to provide feedback, especially in the Approach section. 
Slightly more than 50% of reviewers read other reviewer’s preliminary reviews of the same 
application; however, doing so did not often influence reviewer assessment of the application. 
Only a quarter of reviewers participated in an online discussion. The main reason for not 
participating was because their reviews were not complete in time. Approximately 50% of 
Stage 2 reviewers indicated that Stage 1 reviewers did not provide sufficient feedback to justify 
the ratings given, and this made it difficult to assess the applications that were assigned to 
them. 

Stage 2 – All reviewers consulted both the applications and the Stage 1 review material, and 
indicated that they felt required to do both. Some reviewers felt uncomfortable being forced to 
put a certain number of applications into a “yes – to fund” bin when they did not believe that they 
should be funded (or vice versa), while others thought it was an appropriate task. The majority 
of reviewers read other reviewers comments/binning decisions; however, they did not often 
influence reviewer assessment of the application. The majority of reviewers indicated that the 
face-to-face committee meeting is required, and that the focus of discussion at the face-to-face 
meeting should be applications that are close to the funding cut-off line. Reviewers found the 
instructions at the meeting to be useful, and they found the voting tool to be easy to use. 

Experience with ResearchNet 

Both Stage 1 and Stage 2 reviewers found ResearchNet easy to use, and were able to 
effectively use the new elements that were built in ResearchNet to support the new design 
elements. Some additional instructions for Stage 1 reviewers within the peer review manual 
(e.g. step-by-step instructions) would be helpful for future competitions. 

Overall Satisfaction with the Project Scheme Design 

Overall, both Stage 1 and Stage 2 reviewers were satisfied with the new review processes. 
Applicant satisfaction in many aspects generally depended on their success rate in the 
competition, with those who were funded being the most satisfied, followed by those who were 
not funded, but who were successful at Stage 1, and the least satisfied applicants were those 
who were not successful following Stage 1. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

There are certain limitations to consider regarding this study, most notably is the sample size. 
While the survey response rates were high, the small overall number of applicants (n=75), 
research administrators (n=45) and reviewers (Stage 1: n=49; Stage 2: n=18) will limit the 
reliability and validity of the completed analysis. Over time, a much larger sample size will be 
collected as further studies are completed.   

Overall, the results of this study indicate that many of the design elements that have been 
developed for the Project and Foundation scheme were well-received by research 
administrators, applicants, and reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition.  A 
number of areas for improvement were identified by study participants, and many of the 
suggested improvements have already been implemented for subsequent pilot studies. 
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Introduction 

The success of the transition to the new Open Suite of Programs and peer review processes 
rests largely on CIHR’s ability to efficiently and effectively pilot and test the functionality of peer 
review design elements in advance of their full implementation. CIHR will be piloting the new 
design elements (described in Table 1 in the Methods section below) that have been developed 
in order to ensure that they function appropriately, that they allow the important aspects of 
current applications to be effectively captured (e.g., integrated knowledge translation), that the 
new peer review process is robust and fair, and that the new application/review processes 
reduce both applicant and reviewer burden.  Pilot participants (research administrators, 
applicants, and reviewers) will be surveyed following each step of the application and review 
processes of each pilot.  

The results of the surveys completed for the 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition are 
described in this report. As each of the pilot studies is completed, it is CIHR’s intention to make 
findings available to the research community in order to contribute to the body of literature on 
peer review and program design. 

Piloting peer review design elements will allow CIHR to adjust and refine processes and 
systems in order to best support applicants and reviewers. In order to identify areas for 
improvement, CIHR is collecting feedback from applicants, institutions, and peer reviewers 
through surveys. 

Note: When conducting pilots within existing competitions, CIHR will ensure that the quality of 
the peer review process is not compromised and that every application receives a fair, 
transparent, and high-quality review. 

Note: CIHR is also using data collected from this pilot to analyze reviewer behaviour, including 
how often reviewers modify their reviews after viewing other reviewer’s reviews/participate in the 
asynchronous online discussion, and how often reviewers adjust their rank list of applications. 
These analyses are being conducted separately, and the results will be made available at a 
later date. 

Competition Overview 

The Knowledge Synthesis program is an open program with an integrated knowledge 
translation (IKT) component. The program is designed to increase the uptake/application of 
synthesized knowledge in decision-making by: 1) supporting partnerships between researchers 
and knowledge users in order to produce scoping reviews and syntheses that respond to the 
information needs of knowledge users in all areas of health, and 2) to extend the benefits of 
knowledge synthesis to new kinds of questions relevant to knowledge users and areas of 
research that have not traditionally been synthesized. 

The Knowledge Synthesis program was chosen for this pilot as it is an operating grant program 
with many similar components to the Open Operating Grants Program (OOGP). The program 
also allowed for a more controlled environment as it has a more manageable number of 
applications and reviewers than the OOGP. Finally, the program is open to applications in any 
of CIHR's four themes: biomedical, clinical, health services and policy research, as well as 
population and public health. For this competition, 79 applications were reviewed by 49 Stage 1 
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reviewers and the top 39 applications were moved forward to Stage 2 where the reviews were 
reconciled by 18 Stage 2 reviewers. 

Methods 

Pilot Information  

Within this first pilot, a number of program design elements remained unchanged. The design 
elements tested in this pilot are described in Table 1 and fall into two broad categories: 

1. Program objectives and eligibility criteria  
2. Application-reviewer assignment process  

Table 1. Project Scheme Design Elements Tested in this Knowledge Synthesis Pilot 

Design Element Objective Pilot Description 

Structured 
Application & 
Review  

(Including New 
Adjudication Criteria) 

 Align application data to the 
adjudication criteria.  

 Reduce applicant and reviewer 
burden. 

 Validate if IKT grants can effectively 
be assessed using the proposed 
project scheme adjudication 
criteria. 

 The project scheme application was structured 
to align with the adjudication criteria.  

 Applicants addressed each of the adjudication 
criteria in a specific application section with a 
defined character limit. 

 Reviewers provided a rating and written review 
for each adjudication criterion to ultimately rank 
their assigned applications. 

Increased # of 
Reviewers per 
Application  
 

(5 reviewers/ 
applications in both 
Stage 1 and Stage 2) 

 Determine the feasibility of 
assigning 10-20 applications to 
each reviewer and 5 reviewers to 
each application.  

 Validate process for ranking of 
applications with reviewers with 
small number of applications. 

 2 academic reviewers  and 2  knowledge user 
reviewers were assigned to each application 

 The fifth reviewer type was randomly assigned 
based on expertise. 

Multi-Stage Review  Validate the proposed process. 

 Monitor and collect data on all of 
the review components of the 
proposed design. 

 Stage 1: reviewers conducted preliminary 
reviews, discussed the merit of the applications 
through online discussion and ranked their 
assigned applications. 

 Stage 2: a face to face multidisciplinary 
committee, consisting of different reviewers 
from Stage 1, recommended a list of 
applications for funding by consolidating the 
Stage 1 reviews. 

Remote Review & 
Online Discussion 

 Validate the proposed process. 

 Monitor and collect data on all of 
the review components of the 
proposed design.  

 Reviewers submitted their preliminary reviews 
and then had access to the other reviewers’ 
ratings, written reviews and rankings.  

 Reviewers were able discuss 
applications/reviews through Asynchronous 
Online Discussion.   

 At the end of the discussion period, reviewers 
were able to modify their reviews.  
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Design Element Objective Pilot Description 

New Rating Scale & 
Ranking System 

 Determine if the new rating scale 
and ranking system provide greater 
consistency in decisions.  

 Validate that rating is a tool to 
inform ranking. 

 Validate the proposed process. 

 Monitor and collect data on all of 
the review components of the 
proposed design. 

 A 5 point ABCDE Adjudication Scale was used 
to rate each sub-criterion.  

 Once reviews are finalized, reviewers are 
required to confirm/adjust their final rank order.  

Face-to-Face 
Meeting 

 Validate and test design 
assumptions for proposed process 
for Stage 2 face-to-face meeting. 

 Validate green/grey zone. 

 Multidisciplinary committee of reviewers, 
different from Stage 1 reviewers, each assigned 
a cross section of 10-20 applications.  

 The committee is presented a rank order list of 
the top 50% of applications reviewed at 
Stage 1. 

 In advance of the meeting, reviewers are 
required to bin their assigned applications using 
yes/no. 

 The committee discussions are focused on the 
applications around the cut-off to ultimately 
make final recommendation of the applications 
to be funded. 

Note: The quality of individual reviews was not assessed during this pilot. 

Survey Process 

The objective of the surveys was to assess the participant’s perception and experience within 

the peer review process with respect to the design elements tested. Surveys were developed 

using an online survey software called Fluid Survey.  Four different surveys were developed to 

coincide with each Stage of the Pilot process and for the purposes of this analysis, was broken 

down into the following four stages: 

1. Application Submission 

 Applicants were surveyed 

 Research Administrators were surveyed 
2. Stage 1 Review 

 Stage 1 reviewers were surveyed 
3. Stage 2 Review 

 Stage 2 reviewers were surveyed 
4. Receipt of Competition Results 

 Applicants were surveyed 

Applicants and Research Administrators were surveyed following the submission of applications 
to CIHR.  The focus of this survey was on the applicant’s perception of, and experience with; the 
new Structured Application process, the new adjudication criteria (including whether or not 
integrated knowledge translation elements can be effectively captured using the adjudication 
criteria), and the structured application form (including character limits). 
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Stage 1 reviewers were surveyed following the submission of their reviews to CIHR.  The focus 

of this survey was on the Stage 1 reviewer’s perception of, and experience with; the Stage 1 

Structured Review process, reviewer workload, the Structured Application form (including the 

value of the allowable attachments), the new adjudication criteria (including whether or not 

integrated knowledge translation elements can be effectively captured using the adjudication 

criteria), and the various elements of the Stage1 review process (adjudication scale, 

adjudication worksheet, rating and ranking process, and the online discussion). 

Stage 2 reviewers were surveyed following the face-to-face committee meeting.  The focus of 

this survey was on the Stage 2 reviewer’s perception of, and experience with; the Stage 2 

review process, reviewer workload, the quality of Stage 1 reviews, pre-meeting activities 

(including reading the pre-meeting reviewer comments and the binning process), and various 

aspects of the face-to-face meeting (including validating the list of applications, voting process, 

and the use of the funding cut-off line). 

Applicants were again surveyed following the receipt of the competition results.  The focus of 

this survey was on the applicant’s perspective of, and experience with the Structured Review 

process (Stage 1 and Stage 2), the quality of the reviews received, and overall satisfaction with 

the review process. 

The data presented in this report includes data from returned survey reports that were both 

completed and not completed. 

Limitations 

It is important to note the limitations to this pilot.  

Generalizability: The Knowledge Synthesis program is an operating grant program; however, 

there are some notable program design differences when compared to the other open grant 

programs (e.g., the OOGP). Notably, the program requires the involvement of a knowledge-user 

and IKT approach. Additionally, the majority of applications received to this program are 

categorized as pillar 3 and 4. These considerations may limit the generalizability of the results. 

Non-Blinded Pilot: Survey answers may be influenced by the fact that participants knew that 

they were involved in an experiment and that some respondents were applying for funding from 

CIHR. 

Sample Size: While the survey response rates were high and exceeded targets, the small 

overall number of applicants, research administrators and reviewers will limit the statistical 

analysis that is possible. Over time, a much higher sample size will be collected.  Until then, the 

results of this report should be examined with the small sample size in mind.   

Nevertheless, the overall results of this survey are positive within the context of this competition. 

A number of areas for improvement were identified by survey respondents, and many of them 

have already been implemented within the subsequent pilots. 
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Summary of Results  

The results of this study indicate that, overall, the majority of both applicants and reviewers feel 

that the new application and peer review processes tested in this pilot were as good as and/or 

the same as the current processes.  The results also indicate a number of modifications and 

updates to the design elements can be made to enhance the application and/or review process 

experience for participants in future pilots. 

The results of this pilot will be summarized in the next sections, and will focus on: 

1. The effectiveness of the structured application process;  

2. The impact on reviewer workload;  

3. The  clarity of the adjudication criteria and scale;  

4. The effectiveness of the structured review process;  

5. The experience with ResearchNet; and  

6. The overall satisfaction with the Project Scheme design.  

 

A description of the pilot participants (survey participant demographics) can be found in 

Appendix 1.  The detailed survey results can be found in Appendix 2. 

1. Effectiveness of the Structured Application Process 

Within this section, applicant and research administrator experiences with the new structured 
application process and the Project Scheme design elements will be discussed. 

Overall Impression of the New Structured Application Process 

Overall, a small majority of applicants found the structured application form easy to use.  

Additionally, small majorities of both applicants and research administrators found the structured 

application format intuitive and easy to use, and were relatively satisfied with the structured 

application process (Figure 1). 

Applicants and research administrators provided comments regarding the structured application 

form.  Many comments indicated that the structured application form was easy to use.  Common 

concerns raised by applicants were that the structured application limited the flow of ideas and 

broke up the narrative that applicants feel is essential to grant proposals, and the formatting 

limitations within ResearchNet (Table 1). 

Respondents who had previously submitted an application to a Knowledge Synthesis 

competition were asked to compare the structured application process to previous experiences 

(Figure 2). The majority of respondents found the structured application to be about the same 

amount of work; however, they were split on the ease of its use. Accordingly, approximately one 

third of applicants described the structured application form as easier to use compared to the 

previous application, one third described the experience as the same, and one third felt it was 

more difficult to use.  Overall, applicants found the submission process to be just as good as or 

better than in previous competitions, while the majority of research administrators indicated that 

they felt no change in the submission process compared to previous competitions (Figure 2). 
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For applicants who were re-submitting an application from a previous Knowledge Synthesis 

competition, a major concern was re-writing their application to fit it within the confines of the 

structured application form. This was especially difficult for the Approach section as there was 

considerably less space available to include the same amount of methodological information as 

in previous applications. There was also some concern regarding the Budget section as some 

applicants felt that they did not have the space required to adequately justify their expenses 

(Table 2).  

Character Limits in the Structured Application Form  

Character limits were put in place for each section of the structured application form and 

applicants were asked whether the character limits were adequate in order to respond to each 

adjudication criteria.  More than 50% of applicants did not believe that they had sufficient space 

to include the relevant information required for their applications (Figure 3A).  When asked what 

the ideal page limit should be, applicants were highly variable in their responses; however, the 

average of all responses for all sections when summed was roughly equal to 11 pages – the 

same length as the previous application (Figure 3B). 

There was confusion initially regarding the character limits as many applicants were not aware 

that the character limits included spaces. This caused a significant amount of frustration as 

applicants were forced to cut additional characters when inserting their text into the structured 

application form in ResearchNet.  Overall, applicants indicated that they would be satisfied with 

the character limits imposed in the structured application if the reviewers were satisfied with the 

decreased amount of detail provided in the application (Table 3). 

The large majority of Stage 1 reviewers agreed that the character limits in the structured 

application form allowed applicants to include all the information relevant to the grant (Figure 4). 

It should be noted, however, that some reviewer comments to applicants indicated that there 

was not sufficient detail included with the application.  This may indicate that there were certain 

applicants who were not adept at using the character limit as efficiently as they could have, or 

that the character limits themselves were not sufficient to allow the amount of detail reviewers 

were expecting.  This difference will be assessed in future pilots. 

Value of Allowable Attachments to Stage 1 Reviewers 

As part of the new structured application format, applicants were only permitted to attach certain 

items to their applications (figures, tables, references, CVs, Letters of Collaboration, and Letters 

of Support from Knowledge Users or Partners). Overall, all allowable attachments were deemed 

to have high or medium value to reviewers (Figure 5A).  Some reviewers did not believe that 

CIHR should limit the type of attachments, while other reviewers indicated that certain 

methodological attachments should be allowed (e.g. search strategies, pilot searches, review 

protocol, etc.) as reviewing a Knowledge Synthesis application without this information is 

difficult.  Finally, some reviewers suggested that limiting the number of letters of support to only 

the most relevant/ compelling would reduce reviewer burden (Table 4). 
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Value of CIHR Academic and Knowledge-User CVs 

Stage 1 reviewers found certain components of the CV useful when conducting their reviews, 

namely the research funding history, publication, knowledge and technology translation, 

international collaborations, and presentation sections.  The majority of reviewers found the 

limits in the CV to be appropriate (Figure 5B). Some reviewers highlighted the value of having 

all of the CVs in the same format, but noted that the presentation required improvement. 

Problems Encountered in the Completion of the Structured Application 

Applicants were given the opportunity to inform CIHR of any non-technical problems they 

experienced throughout the structured application process.  Only one quarter of applicants 

indicated that they experienced problems while completing their applications (Figure 6). 

Most of the problems encountered had to do with the character limits being too restrictive, 

especially when applicants were not aware that the limits included spaces (Table 5).  

Additionally, applicants felt that they should be able to embed figures in the structured 

application form in ResearchNet. There were also some comments regarding formatting issues 

in the structured application form and the resulting PDF (e.g. no use of colour, random spaces 

removed, underlining too dark, etc.). 

2. Impact on Reviewer Workload 

Within this section, reviewer experiences with respect to workload of both Stage 1 and 2 
reviewers will be discussed. 

Stage 1 Reviewer Workload 

Overall, the majority of Stage 1 reviewers indicated that the reviewer workload was manageable 

or challenging (Figure 7A). Reviewers were asked to approximate the amount of time spent on 

various review activities, and these numbers were compared to values collected from reviewers 

following the Spring 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (Figure 7B and Table 6). Compared 

to reviewers of the Spring 2013 competition, it took Stage 1 reviewers less time to both read one 

application (1.53+/-0.14 hours for Stage 1 reviewers vs. 2.21+/-0.25 hours for Spring 2013 

reviewers) and write the review for one application (0.95+/-0.12 hours for Stage 1 reviewers vs. 

1.66+/-0.23 hours for Spring 2013 reviewers).  This decreased time to complete certain review 

activities is promising, and it will be continuously monitored throughout the Project Scheme 

pilots.  There was no calculation of significant differences in completion time or comparison of 

reviewer workload and number of applications assigned as the usefulness and comparability of 

this preliminary data is still limited.  

Of those reviewers who had previously reviewed for a Knowledge Synthesis competition, just 

over 50% indicated that the workload was less, and only 25% of reviewers felt that it was more 

work (Figure 7C).  Compared to a previous review experience, reviewers found that entering 

review information in ResearchNet and looking up additional information related to the 

applications online were about the same amount of work. Additionally, this cohort of reviewers 

found that, on average, it was less work to read applications and write reviews.  
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Stage 2 Reviewer Workload 

The majority of Stage 2 reviewers indicated that the workload was light or manageable 

(Figure 8A).  Of those reviewers who had previously reviewed for a Knowledge Synthesis 

competition, over 80% indicated that the workload was less when compared to a previous 

competition (Figure 8B).  Compared to previous review experiences, reviewers found that the 

Stage 2 review process was either easier than or just as easy as it had been for previous 

competitions (Figure 8C).  Compared to previous Knowledge Synthesis competitions, reviewers 

found the applications to be more concise and more easily digestible (Table 7 and 8).   

Taking into account only the face-to-face (committee) meeting, the amount of time spent at the 

meeting compared to previous knowledge synthesis competitions was significantly less.  That is, 

Stage 2 reviewers spent considerably less time discussing applications at the committee/face-

to-face meeting than reviewers who participated in the Spring 2013 Knowledge Synthesis 

competition (Figure 8D).  This may be due to the new Stage 2 review process which focuses the 

conversation at the meeting to only those applications that are close to the funding cut-off. 

Stage 2 reviewers provided numerous suggestions regarding the Stage 2 review process, some 

of which, if implemented, may further decrease reviewer burden. Stage 2 reviewers were 

hesitant to perform their reviews without referencing the application. This was especially true 

because the background of the Stage 1 reviewer was not known. Stage 2 reviewers indicated 

that they may feel less compelled to always consult the application material if they were aware 

who the Stage 1 reviewers were.  Knowing the name and background of the Stage 1 reviewer 

may, in fact, alleviate the second reason Stage 2 reviewers felt compelled to reference the 

application material: the quality of the Stage 1 reviews. Many Stage 2 reviewers indicated that 

the review comments received from Stage 1 reviewers were often not sufficient to justify the 

rating (A-E) given, or were otherwise not helpful.  In these instances, the responsible course of 

action of the Stage 2 reviewers was to re-review the application material, requiring additional 

review time.  Communicating to Stage 1 reviewers that one of the main purposes of writing the 

strengths and weaknesses of each adjudication criterion is to justify the ratings chosen not only 

for applicants, but also for the Stage 2 reviewers who are tasked with integrating the 5 reviews 

of each application and making a funding decision based on those reviews may help to increase 

the quality of the Stage 1 written reviews (Table 7, 8, and 19). 

3. Clarity of the Adjudication Criteria and Adjudication Scale 

Within this section, reviewer experiences with respect to the adjudication criteria and scale of 

both Stage 1 and 2 reviewers will be discussed. 

Adjudication Criteria 

A point of concern regarding the new adjudication criteria was that the distinction between 

“Quality of Idea” and “Importance of Idea” would not be intuitively clear for applicants.  In the 

survey, both applicants and Stage 1 Reviewers were asked to describe whether the distinction 

between the two adjudication criteria was clear to them when preparing or reviewing 

applications. Approximately half of the applicants surveyed indicated that the distinction was not 

clear (Figure 9). Stage 1 Reviewers also had difficulty deciphering the distinction between 
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Quality and Importance of the Idea. Reviewers also indicated that it was clear to them that the 

applicants had not understood the distinction between the two adjudication criteria either given 

that the information provided to reviewers was similar and repetitive in both sections.  The main 

suggestion from both applicants and reviewers was to combine the two criteria.  Some 

reviewers indicated that the Interpretation Guidelines were helpful in deciphering the differences 

between the Quality and Importance of the Idea; however, others indicated that, while helpful, 

this document used language that was not intuitive because there was a considerable amount 

of overlap in the descriptions of the two criteria (Table 9).   

Currently, each adjudication criterion is weighted equally (25% / criterion).  Stage 1 reviewers 

disagreed as to whether or not the adjudication criteria should be weighted equally.  When 

asked what the appropriate weighting of the adjudication criteria should be, the majority of 

reviewers who disagreed with the current weighting indicated that more weighting should be 

given to the Approach section at the expense of the Quality of Idea and Importance of Idea 

sections, the main argument being that if a project is not methodologically sound, the idea, 

though potentially important and interesting, cannot be compelling as the project will not 

succeed in answering the question (Figure 10 and Table 10). 

Adjudication Scale 

The majority of Stage 1 reviewers indicated that the descriptors for the adjudication scale (A-E) 

were clear and useful.  Additionally, the majority of Stage 1 reviewers indicated that the 

adjudication scale range was sufficient to describe meaningful differences between applications 

(Figure 11).  

Stage 1 reviewers were asked if they had used the full range of the adjudication scale (A-E) and 

the majority of Stage 1 reviewer indicated that they had used the full range. Interestingly, when 

Stage 2 reviewers were asked whether Stage 1 reviewer used the full range of the adjudication 

scale, less than 25% of Stage 2 reviewers indicated that this was true (Figure 12A). It is 

important to note that Stage 2 reviewers were only assigned the top 39 of the total 79 

applications, and this is likely contributing to the response to this question. In order to 

empirically determine whether the full range of the adjudication scale was used, the total 

number of each rating (A-E) was counted, and the percentage of each rating was calculated.  It 

is evident that the majority of ratings given out were on the top end of the scale as 73.45% of 

ratings either given out were either A ratings (average of 36.01% across all adjudication criteria) 

or B ratings (average of 37.44% across all adjudication criteria) (Figure 12B).   

It is possible that using the letters A-E is too reminiscent of scholastic letter grades, and Stage 1 

reviewers had a difficult time giving out many ratings that were below a B grade. Indeed, in the 

comments received from Stage 1 reviewers, some indicated having difficulty using the bottom 

half of the scale because either the applications did not meet the criteria for C, D, or E ratings, 

or because the criteria did not allow for taking finer difference between applications into account 

(i.e. there are 5 criteria, and reviewers see this as 20% differences, which are too large to 

account for finer differences between applications).  On the other hand, some reviewers 

believed that the scale could be shorter – ABC or ABCD.  Others indicated that it was difficult to 

distinguish between the letters because they did not reference the adjudication requirements.  In 
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this case, it might be useful to reviewers to have examples of under which type of circumstance 

the different letter ratings should be given (Table 11). 

One of the purposes for assigning ratings for each adjudication criterion is inform the ranking 

process.  For this reason, it is important that Stage 1 reviewers be able to effectively 

differentiate between the qualities of each application.  Additional feedback received from 

Stage 1 and Stage 2 reviewers indicated that there might be some benefit to adding more 

granularity at the top of the scale (e.g. within the A and B ratings).  Additionally, it was 

suggested that the actual letters themselves should be changed to remove any reference to 

letter grades.  CIHR will be considering these suggestions for future competitions (Table 11). 

Integrated Knowledge Translation 

An important component of this pilot was to ensure that the new structured application process 

and adjudication criteria could successfully capture the essential components of an integrated 

knowledge translation approach. 

A small majority of applicants indicated that, overall, the adjudication criteria did allow them to 

sufficiently convey their integrated knowledge translation approach within the structured 

application (Figure 14A). For applicants who had previously submitted an application to a 

Knowledge Synthesis competition, approximately one third of applicants indicated that the 

adjudication criteria and structured application made it more difficult to include the integrated 

knowledge translation approach; however, two thirds indicated that it was about the same or 

easier to include the approach in their structured applications (Figure 14B). 

There were general concerns from applicants regarding the lack of clarity surrounding where to 

include knowledge translation (KT) information, and that there was insufficient space in the 

structured application to include the KT approach in any of the sections.  Many applicants 

suggested that there should be a separate section in the structured application for the integrated 

KT approach.  Also important to note is that some applicants felt that KT was becoming less 

important to CIHR because the KT approach was buried within the structured application form 

(Table 12). 

The majority of reviewers agreed that the information provided by applicants was sufficient to 

assess the integrated KT approach, and that the adjudication criteria allowed reviewers to 

appropriately assess the integrated KT approach (Figure 15A).  The majority of reviewers who 

had previously reviewed for a Knowledge Synthesis competition indicated that the adjudication 

worksheet, the adjudication criteria, and the information provided by the applicants in the 

structured application made it either easier similar compared to a previous experience to assess 

and provide feedback to applicants regarding their integrated KT approach (Figure 15B).  Some 

reviewers would have liked to have a separate section for KT as there were multiple sections in 

the application/adjudication criteria where the information could have been placed, and this 

made it difficult to review (Table 13). 
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4. Effectiveness of the Structured Review Process 

Within this section, reviewer experiences with the new structured review process and the 

Project Scheme design elements of both Stage 1 and Stage 2 reviewers will be discussed. 

Stage 1 Review Process 

Adjudication Worksheet 

Stage 1 reviewers were required to give a rating for each section of the application, and to 

provide both strengths and weaknesses for each section to justify their ratings using the 

adjudication worksheet in ResearchNet.  Overall, Stage 1 reviewers found the adjudication 

worksheet easy to work with (Figure 16A).  CIHR imposed a character limit in the adjudication 

worksheet (1750 characters for strengths and 1750 characters for weaknesses for each section 

of the worksheet).  The majority of reviewers indicated that the character limit was sufficient to 

provide appropriate feedback to applicants (Figure 16B); however, according to those reviewers 

who did not believe that there was sufficient space to provide comments, this was especially 

true of the Approach section, which, in their opinion, should allow up to three pages for reviewer 

comments (Figure 16C and Table 14).  In fact, some reviewers resorted to continuing their 

comments regarding the Approach section in different sections that had additional characters 

left over (e.g. the budget section).  Some reviewers indicated that they found the requirement to 

provide both strengths and weaknesses for each criterion to be inconvenient and repetitive, and 

would have preferred providing a justification for each rating, and then providing an overall 

assessment of strengths and weaknesses on the whole application.  Additionally, some 

reviewers disagreed that there should be a character limit for reviewer comments. Others met in 

the middle and suggested that there should be an overall character limit for all sections (as 

opposed to one limit for each section) because reviewers may have more to say in one section 

than another (Table 15). 

Reading Preliminary Reviews 

As there is no face-to-face meeting for Stage 1 reviewers, CIHR developed a process whereby 

reviewers could read the preliminary reviews of other reviews who were assigned the same 

application. Less than 50% of reviewers read the other reviewer’s Stage 1 preliminary reviews 

(Figure 17A), and the reading of other’s reviews did not often influence a reviewer’s assessment 

of the application (Figure 17B). The majority of reviewers indicated that they did not read the 

preliminary reviews because either they did not have time, or they were late submitting their 

preliminary reviews to CIHR (Table 16).  Other reviewers indicated that they either did not want 

to be influenced by other reviewers, or that they did not know how to access the preliminary 

reviews of other reviewers.  Those reviewers who did read other’s preliminary review spent up 

to 2 hours doing so. 



 

16 

Online Discussion 

As there is no face-to-face meeting for Stage 1 reviewers, CIHR developed a process whereby 

reviewers could communicate with other reviews who were assigned the same application using 

an asynchronous online discussion tool. Approximately 25% of reviewers participated in an 

online discussion (Figure 18A).  The main reasons given for those who did not participate 

included that the reviews were not completed in time, that they did not have time to participate, 

that there were no discussions available in which to participate, or that there was nothing to 

discuss (Figure 18B and Table 17). 

Of the 10 reviewers who participated in an online discussion, 7 reviewers initiated a discussion 

(Figure 19A).  Of the 7 who initiated an online discussion, three discussions were initiated to 

discuss scoring discrepancies, three were initiated to quality check reviews, and one was 

initiated for a content clarification (Figure 19B).  Stage 1 reviewers indicated that either a virtual 

Chair or the reviewers (at their discretion) should initiate the online discussion (Figure 19C), and 

that specific criteria should be used to determine whether an online discussion should take 

place (Figure 19D).  Most reviewers indicated that they thought an online discussion should be 

initiated when there are large discrepancies in ratings or comments (Table 18). 

Reviewers who had participated in the online discussion indicated that they did not feel that their 

contribution influenced the assessment of other reviewers; however, more than 50% mentioned 

that online discussions with other reviewers often or occasionally influenced their assessment of 

the application (Figure 20). 

Stage 1 Reviews (from Stage 2 reviewers) 

The Stage 2 review process requires reviewers to read the Stage 1 reviewer ratings and 

comments, and integrate the reviews of the 5 Stage 1 reviewers. In order for this to be possible, 

it is imperative that the Stage 1 review material be of very high quality.  

For this competition, 100% of reviewers consulted both the Stage 1 reviews and the applications 

for all applications assigned to them (Figure 22A).  Less than 50% of reviewers found that the 

Stage 1 reviewers provided clear justifications to support their ratings (Figure 21).  This is of 

concern as Stage 2 reviewers will feel obliged to continue to review applications in addition to 

the Stage 1 reviews until such time as the Stage 1 reviews are of significantly higher quality.  It 

is probably for this reason that more than 50% of Stage 2 reviewers indicated that reading both 

the application and Stage 1 reviews are necessary to properly review the application 

(Figure 22B).  The majority of complaints from Stage 2 reviewers were that the Stage 1 

reviewers provided very little justification for their ratings (as though they were unaware that 

other reviewer would be making funding recommendations based on their comments), and that 

the Stage 1 reviewers did not use the full range of the adjudication scale, which made it difficult 

to interpret subtle differences between applications (Table 19).  
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Stage 2 Review Process 

Reviewing Stage 1 Reviews 

For the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition, each Stage 2 reviewer was assigned 

approximately 12-13 applications.  As previously mentioned, Stage 2 reviewers were required to 

read the Stage 1 reviews in order to make funding recommendations.  Reviewers also had 

access to the application material, and were free to consult the applications as necessary.  An 

interesting outcome of the pilot revealed that Stage 2 reviewers felt very uncomfortable making 

decisions regarding the applications they were assigned without consulting the applications 

themselves.  100% of Stage 2 reviewers consulted both the applications and the Stage 1 

reviews (Figure 22A).  Additionally, over 50% of Stage 2 reviewers believed that reading both 

the application material and the Stage 1 reviews is a necessary function of the Stage 2 reviewer 

(Figure 22B).   

The Stage 2 reviewer’s discomfort with relying solely on the Stage 1 reviews to make decisions 

is understandable.  It was noted by Stage 2 reviewers that they would feel more 

comfortable relying on the Stage 1 reviews if they knew the background of the reviewer 

(Table 19).  This and other methods to ease Stage 2 reviewers into the new review process will 

be investigated for future pilots.   

In order for the new process to function effectively, the Stage 1 reviews must be of consistently 

high quality.  Stage 1 reviewers must clearly justify their ratings, point out relevant pieces of the 

application, and indicate when they have some discomfort about evaluating certain aspects of 

the application due to knowledge limitations. This is to ensure that Stage 2 reviewers can make 

informed decisions regarding the overall quality of each application.  As was noted in the 

previous section, many Stage 2 reviewers indicated that there were very few comments from 

reviewers and/or that the comments provided were insufficient to justify the rating that was 

given.  Furthermore, as the full range of the adjudication scale was not used by the Stage 1 

reviewers, many applications ended up with ratings of A or B, making it very difficult to 

differentiate between high-quality and medium quality applications (Table 19).  Methods to both 

increase the quality of the Stage 1 reviewers comments and to encourage Stage 1 reviewers to 

use the full range of the adjudication scale have been previously discussed, and, as can be 

seen here, are necessary in order to ensure an effective Stage 2 review process. 

Binning Process 

Stage 2 reviewer opinion regarding whether the number of yes/no allocations for the binning 

process were appropriate were evenly split (Figure 23).  Some reviewers indicated that it was 

too early to determine what the appropriate number of allocations should be; however, many 

reviewers suggested that it would be more appropriate to allow reviewers a range of yes/no 

allocations as opposed to an absolute number (Table 20). It is important to note that Reviewers 

are limited in the number of “yes” and “no” allocations they are permitted as this is determined 

by the funding available for the competition. 



 

18 

Pre-Meeting Reviewer Comments 

The pre-meeting reviewer comments that are submitted to CIHR are made available for other 

Stage 2 reviewers to read in order to prepare for the face-to-face meeting.  The majority of 

reviewers read the pre-meeting comments (Figure 24A); however, most reviewers indicated that 

reading the comments and/or viewing the binning decisions of other reviewers did not often 

influence reviewer assessment (Figure 24B).  For those reviewers who did not read the pre-

meeting comments, the main reason for not reading the comments was because they were 

unaware that they had access to them.  Reviewers spent, on average, 1-2 hours reading other 

reviewer’s comments (Figure 24C).   Additionally, 100% of reviewers indicated that the 

character limit for pre-meeting comments was appropriate (Figure 24D). 

Face-to-Face Meeting 

The majority of Stage 2 reviewers thought that the face-to-face meeting is required for the new 

review process (Figure 25); however, some indicated that, over time, it might not be required 

(Table 21).  Some were torn because they see the value of the face-to-face meeting, but find it 

difficult to reconcile the value of the meeting with the time and financial investment of a one-day 

meeting.  Overall, reviewers were very satisfied with the instructions provided at the meeting, 

and with the way that conflicts were handled at the meeting (Figure 25). 

At the face-to-face meeting, Stage 2 reviewers are presented with applications that have been 

placed into one of 3 groups based on the outcome of the binning process: Group A (applications 

to fund without discussion), Group B (applications to discuss at the meeting), and Group C 

(applications that will not be funded and will not be discussed at the meeting).  The first task of 

reviewers at the meeting is to validate that the applications are in the appropriate group, and to 

make adjustments as required.  The majority of reviewers agreed that focusing the meeting 

discussion on the Group B applications is appropriate (Figure 26) as it resulted in more time for 

more useful discussions regarding the applications that had a high chance of being funded; 

however, some also indicated that the number of applications in Group B should be increased 

(Table 22).  Reviewers also agreed that the process of moving applications between groups 

was clear and efficient (Figure 26).  Some reviewers suggested that it would be a good idea to 

perform some sort of calibration exercise before applications are moved (Table 22). 

Reviewers used a voting tool to indicate whether they thought the applications should be moved 

to a different group.  All reviewers agreed that the voting tool was effective and easy to use, and 

the majority of reviewers found the instructions regarding the voting tool to be clear (Figure 27).  

Some reviewers mentioned that the test run was very helpful. 

A funding cut-off line was displayed for reviewers on the list of applications to help reviewers 

focus their discussions.  The majority (over 80%) of reviewers found that the funding cut-off line 

did help to inform their discussions (Figure 28). 
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5. Experience with ResearchNet  

Within this section, both Stage 1 and Stage 2 reviewer experiences with ResearchNet will be 

discussed. 

Stage 1 Review Process and the Use of ResearchNet 

Overall, Stage 1 reviewers found ResearchNet user-friendly and easy to use (Figure 29).  The 

ranking and re-ranking processes were clear and easy to complete in ResearchNet, as was the 

process for breaking ties.  Reviewers indicated that having an auto-save functionality in 

ResearchNet would be extremely helpful, as would presenting the adjudication scale both above 

and below the forms reviewers are completing.  Additionally, many reviewers indicated that links 

to resources should be more easily identifiable and all in one place.  A suggestion was made 

that the links to all resource material should be included as a sidebar in ResearchNet that 

shows up on every page (Table 23).   

Reviewers felt that the instructions in ResearchNet were clear, and that there was enough 

information in the system to accurately declare conflicts (Figure 29). Some reviewers indicated 

that it would be helpful if the instructions could be put on multiple pages to serve as a reminder 

for reviewers while they conduct their reviews.  Additionally, multiple reviewers indicated that it 

was not clear from the instructions that comments regarding both the strengths and weaknesses 

of each adjudication criterion were required (Table 23). 

Stage 2 Review Process and the Use of ResearchNet 

Overall, Stage 2 reviewers found ResearchNet user-friendly, and further indicated that 

completing their Stage 2 reviews using ResearchNet was efficient (Figure 30).  The application 

binning process was clear and easy to complete in ResearchNet.  Reviewers indicated that it 

would have been helpful to have both review and application documents downloadable in the 

same place.  Additionally, many reviewers indicated that ResearchNet should allow for the 

viewing of multiple screens simultaneously to eliminate the need to consistently move to 

different pages.  Reviewers indicated that they would have liked to have seen the list of 

applicants in order from highest to lowest score rather than alphabetically. In order to reduce 

Stage 2 reviewer burden, a suggestion was made that Stage 1 reviewer comments should be 

inter-woven such that all reviewer comments relating to the Quality of Idea (etc.) are in the same 

place in the document (Table 24).  

Reviewers felt that the instructions in ResearchNet were clear, and that there was enough 

information in the system to accurately declare conflicts (Figure 30). Some reviewers pointed 

out that the character limits for Stage 2 reviewers was not indicated in the instructions.  Also, 

some requested that the binning instructions (in particular, the number of “yes” and “no” bins 

available) be placed in ResearchNet as a reminder to reviewers.  Additionally, some reviewers 

thought it would be important to know the Stage 1 review process, and how CIHR decided 

which applications moved to Stage 2 (Table 24). 
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6. Overall Satisfaction with the Project Scheme Design 

Within this section, the overall satisfaction experienced by both applicants and reviewers 

(Stage 1 and Stage 2) of the new process and the Project Scheme design elements will be 

discussed. 

Reviewer Satisfaction with the Stage 1 Review Process 

The majority of Stage 1 reviewers were satisfied with the new structured review process 

(Figure 31).  Reviewers indicated that the process could be improved if CIHR could ensure that 

reviewers submitted their reviews in a timely manner.  Additionally, some felt that the 

instructions should be improved, and that CIHR could accomplish this goal by providing step-by-

step instructions for Stage 1 reviewers.  Some reviewers also suggested that it would be 

extremely beneficial if ResearchNet could allow the view of multiple applications simultaneously 

(Table 25). 

Reviewer Satisfaction with the Stage 2 Review Process 

More than 90% of Stage 2 reviewers were satisfied with the Stage 2 review process (Figure 32).  

Many reviewers commented that they enjoyed participating in the review process, and that the 

new process was well thought-out, fair, more efficient, and an improvement from the current 

peer review method (Table 26).  Suggestions from some reviewers indicated that the application 

material, Stage 1 reviewer material, and the input of information for Stage 2 should be 

accessible at the same time in the same location.  It was unclear to some reviewers what the 

evaluation criteria were for Stage 2 reviewers, indicating that it might be important to develop 

and/or provide some sort of instructional document regarding evaluation criteria for Stage 2 

reviewers.  There were many comments regarding the Stage 1 reviews, namely that it would 

have been helpful to know the background of the Stage 1 reviewers, and that the quality of 

Stage 1 reviewer comments needed to be significantly improved (Table 26).   

Applicant Satisfaction with the Review Process  

Applicant responses were divided into 3 groups: applicants who were funded (Funded), 

applicants whose applications moved to Stage 2 review but who ultimately were not funded 

(Stage 2 – Not Funded), and applicants who were deemed unsuccessful following Stage 1 

review (Not Funded). 

The majority of funded and Stage 2 – not funded applicants indicated that their reviews were 

consistent in that the rating given and the written justification for the rating matched 

(Figure 33A).  More than 50% of the applicants whose applications did not move to Stage 2 

review indicated that the reviews that they received were not consistent (Figure 33A). Some 

applicants indicated that they were concerned with the validity of the new peer review process 

because there was a significant amount of variability between reviewers.  There were several 

comments that indicated that the ratings were not consistent with the justifications, or if they 

were, they did not match the ranking (Table 27).   

A point of concern was that some applicants indicated that the reviewer comments they 

received were not constructive and were overly negative/critical, which left some wondering 
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whether the Stage 1 reviewers knew that their comments would be shared with the applicants 

(Figure 33B and Table 28). The majority of all applicants indicated that the structured review 

process was beneficial in that a specific rating and comments to justify the rating are provided 

for each adjudication criterion (Figure 33C). Points of concern for applicants were again that 

some reviewers provided very few comments to justify their ratings, and that it was difficult to 

know which suggestions should be followed as some reviewers had divergent views on 

applications (Table 29). 

The majority of funded applicants agreed that the structured review process was fair and 
transparent (Figure 33D). Almost half of the Stage 2 – not funded applicants indicated that the 
review process was fair and transparent, and an additional 1/3 neither agreed nor disagreed 
(neutral). Slightly more than 1/3 of applicants who were not funded indicated that they did not 
believe that the review process was fair or transparent; however, over 50% of non-funded 
applicants either agreed or felt neutral regarding the fairness of the review process.  Applicants 
are very anxious to know how the 5 reviews are weighted against each other, and how CIHR 
deals with outlier reviews (Table 30).  

Applicants indicated their level of satisfaction with various aspects of the review process and 

with the overall review experience (Figure 34). Applicants who were funded indicated a high 

level of satisfaction regarding the consistency of peer review comments. Not surprisingly, this 

level of satisfaction decreased in applicants whose applications made it to Stage 2 review, but 

who were not ultimately funded, and decreased further still in applicants who were not 

successful following Stage 1 (Figure 34A). Both funded and Stage 2 – not funded applicants 

were highly satisfied with the quality of the peer review comments they received.  Only about 

half of the applicants who were not funded were satisfied with the quality of the review 

comments that they received (Figure 34C). 

Only about 50% of all applicants were satisfied with the clarity of the adjudication criteria 

(Figure 34B). Interestingly, the level of satisfaction with the clarity of the rating system was 

highly dependent on the applicant group.  Approximately 75% of the funded applicants were 

satisfied with the clarity of the rating system, whereas only about 50% of the Stage 2 – not 

funded and less than 25% of non-funded applicants were satisfied with the clarity of the rating 

system (Figure 34D).  Similarly, the level of applicant satisfaction with the confidence they have 

with the review process is also dependent on the applicant group. Accordingly, applicants who 

were funded had the most confidence in the process, applicants who were not funded had the 

least confidence in the process, and the Stage 2 – not funded applicants were in the middle 

(Figure 34E). 

Overall, both funded applicants and those applicants who made it to Stage 2 but were not 

ultimately funded were satisfied with the new structured review process (Figure 35).  Those 

applicants who were deemed unsuccessful following Stage 1 review had split levels of 

satisfaction with the review process. That is, approximately 50% of non-funded applicants were 

generally satisfied with the review process and approximately 50% were not.  Applicants 

indicated a number of ways to improve the review experience from an applicant’s perspective 

(Table 31).  As many reviewers were concerned by the lack of consistency between reviewer 

assessments of the same application, applicants suggested that there should be an arbitration 

process for applications with divergent reviews or that CIHR should be more transparent 
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regarding how reviewer ratings/rankings are integrated following the Stage 1 review.  

Additionally, applicants were interested in understanding the review process better.  For 

example, there was some concern about the applications that made it to Stage 2 but were not 

discussed nor funded (Group C applications) and the rationale behind this.  Applicants also 

thought that it should be communicated to applicants why their application did not make it to 

Stage 2 review. For those applicants interested in resubmission, they believed that it should be 

communicated whether the reviewers would be the same in the following competition. It is also 

important to applicants that CIHR be more specific about what information should go in each 

section of the structured application so that both applicants and reviewers interpret the sections 

in a similar manner. 

Documentation and Learning Lessons Prepared for the Knowledge Synthesis Pilot 

CIHR developed a number of documents to assist the Fall 2013 pilot participants (Applicants, 

Research Administrators, Stage 1 Reviewers, and Stage 2 Reviewers) in completing their 

required tasks.  Throughout the survey process, feedback regarding the extent to which the 

materials were used and their level of perceived helpfulness was collected and while the 

materials used varies by role in the competition, the majority of respondents who used the 

material found it useful (Figure 36 and Figure 37). Respondents did note that the number of 

materials should be reduced and should all be found in the same place (Table 32 and 33). 

Conclusions and Considerations for Future Pilots 

The Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition was used as CIHR’s first full Project Scheme 

pilot.  Though the sample size was very small and skewed towards Pillar 3 and/or 4 

researchers, it was a good first test of the new Project Scheme design elements and peer 

review process. Overall there were many positive elements that will serve as the foundation for 

subsequent pilots.  

Given the limitations of this pilot, results must be interpreted with caution: positive/negative 

responses do not necessarily mean that the design is/is not appropriate. Applicants, research 

administrators, and reviewers are getting used to the new technology and processes, and it may 

therefore take time before any improvements are measurable. CIHR is also still learning and 

making improvements and refinements based on the feedback received from the research 

community. Results will continue to inform the refinement to the implementation of the design 

elements and/or improvements to the training approach. Pilots will be repeated within other 

competitions.  

Based on the results presented in this report a number of recommendations are being 

considered and assessed for future pilots. Note that not all of the recommendations will be 

implemented in a subsequent pilot, and may instead be deferred until there is more data to 

support the assessment: 
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ResearchNet  

 An auto-save functionality should be built that saves applicants/reviewers work before it 
disconnects due to inactivity. 

 The ability to include figures within the structured application should be investigated. 

Character Limits  

 Making the character limits greater should be considered for each section of the 

structured application. 

 The character limit for reviewers should be re-examined.  

 Using word limits as opposed to character limits should be considered as word limits 

might be more appropriate, and would reduce the use of acronyms and other jargon. 

Adjudication Criteria  

 The distinction between “Quality of Idea” and “Importance of Idea” is not clear.  CIHR 

should either re-write the interpretation of the two adjudication criteria, ensuring to 

remove all overlapping statements, or consider merging the two sections into one 

section called “Background”. 

 The adjudication criteria should not be weighted equally.  More weight should be 

allocated to the Approach section at the expense of the Quality and/or Importance of 

Idea criteria. 

Stage 1 – Structured Review Process 

 Instructions should be provided to applicants on how to deal with divergent opinions from 

reviewers when updating their application for resubmission.   

 Once this process is solidified, it will be important to share with the research community 

how the ranking from 5 reviewers in consolidated (i.e. how it is decided which 

applications move to Stage 2 review).  This will be especially important for any funding 

organization that wishes to adopt CIHR’s new peer review process because the methods 

for integrating reviews and dealing with outlier reviews is a difficult question to address. 

 Stage 1 reviewers should be trained that their reviews are being used by Stage 2 

reviewers to make funding decisions, and therefore, need to be of high quality. 

 CIHR should explore using Stage 2 reviewers to provide feedback on the quality of 

reviews of Stage 1 reviewers. 

Stage 1 – Attachments 

 Allowing methodological attachments that are not tables/figures should be considered as 

there is a significantly reduced space to include all methodological information. 
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Stage 1 – Adjudication Scale 

 Alternatives to the current adjudication scale (ABCDE) should be considered as Stage 1 

reviewers feel uncomfortable using the full range of the scale, which in turn, makes it 

very difficult for anyone to distinguish between applications.  Some suggestions have 

been included below: 

 Use different letters for the scale (e.g. LMNOP).  It is possible that academics 
find the letter ratings too similar to letter grades and feel uncomfortable giving out 
C’s, D’s, or E’s. 

 Use a scale with finer increments at the top end of the scale.  Having 5 letters 
represents 20% differences between the ratings and many differences are much 
more subtle.  A+/A/A-/B+/B/B-/C was a scale suggested by a Stage 1 reviewer.   

Stage 1 – Online Discussion 

 CIHR should determine whether it should be mandatory to participate in an online 

discussion, and under what set of circumstances. 

 CIHR should solidify the role of the virtual chair/moderator, and ensure that there are 

people who can fulfill this role for future competitions. 

 CIHR could develop a decision tree for when online discussion should take place that 

either a chair or reviewer could use to determine whether an online discussion should be 

initiated. 

Stage 2 – Application Binning 

 Absolute number of yes/no allocations should not be given to reviewers as it forces 

some applications into the inappropriate bin.  Instead, reviewers should be given a range 

of yes/no allocations to use at their discretion.  

Overall – Pilot Documentation 

 There is a considerable amount of documentation and training available to pilot 

participants.  The documentation should be evaluated to see if it is all necessary.  The 

risk of having too much documentation is that participants will stop reading, and may 

miss essential documents. 

 Link for all documentation and lessons created for each pilot should be kept in one place 

so that participants can always find what they need. 
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Recommendations for Further Analyses 

The Research Plan developed for the reforms of CIHR’s open programs describes a host of 

analyses that will take place throughout the implementation phase of the reforms in order to 

ensure that the modifications made to the current programs are functioning appropriately.  In 

terms of the current study, the following additional analyses are being proposed: 

 Applicants indicated that Stage 1 reviewers were not consistent in their reviews (the 

rating of an adjudication criterion did not match the written justification).  CIHR will 

investigate the extent to which this is true. If this is a significant issue over a larger 

sample size, further investigation will be conducted to ascertain the reasons for the 

discrepancies.  

 Some applicants and Stage 2 reviewers found Stage 1 reviewer comments to be 

insufficient to justify the ratings given.  Using copies of the Stage 1 reviews, CIHR will 

determine whether this is true, and will make recommendations for how to improve the 

quality of Stage 1 reviews. 

 In order to assess whether the multi-Stage approach to review is valid, CIHR will 

investigate how often, and by how much, applications change ranked position between 

Stage 1, Pre-Stage 2, and the final outcome. 
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Appendix 1: Survey Demographics 

Survey Participants 

Research Administrators 

Response Rate  

The survey was sent to 32 research administrators. Sixteen submitted survey responses, and 

15 completed the entire survey (response rate = 46.9%). All respondents resided in Canada and 

completed the survey in English. 

Respondent Demographics 

Administrators classified themselves as either “Research Administrator” (93.4%) or “Research 

Facilitator” (6.6%).  

Previous Experience with Knowledge Synthesis Competitions and Peer Review 

Nine research administrators (56.3%) declared having submitted an application to a Knowledge 

Synthesis Grant competition in the past. 

Applicants (after submitting the application) 

Response Rate  

The survey was sent to the 77 applicants who submitted applications to the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition. Sixty applicants submitted survey responses, and 53 

completed the entire survey (response rate = 68.8%). All except one of the respondents resided 

in Canada (98.3%), and 91.7% completed the survey in English. 

Respondent Demographics 

Applicants classified themselves as an “Early career scientist” (35.6%), “Mid-career scientist” 

(25.4%), “Senior scientist” (35.6%), or “Other” (3.4%: 1 Knowledge User and 1 Co-applicant). 

Applicants indicated that their present position was a “Professor” (28.8%), an “Associate 

Professor” (18.6%), an “Assistant Professor” (28.8%), a “Scientist” (10.2%), a “Researcher” 

(6.8%), or “Other” (6.8%: 1 Clinician, 1 Senior Scientist, 1 Postdoctoral Fellow, and 1 Research 

Administrator). 

Most applicants indicated that their primary research domain was “Health systems/services” 

(44.1%), followed by “Clinical” (32.2%), “Social, cultural, environmental and population health” 

(22%) and “Biomedical” (1.7%). 
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Previous Experience with Knowledge Synthesis Competitions and Peer Review 

Thirty-four applicants (57.6%) indicated that they had submitted an application to a Knowledge 

Synthesis Grant competition in the past. In this current competition, 67.6% of applicants 

submitted a new application, while 32.4% submitted a revised application. 

Thirty-two applicants (54.2%) have served as CIHR peer reviewers in the past as members of 

the “Knowledge Synthesis Committee” (14%), “Grants Committee” (48.8%), “Awards 

Committee” (16.3%), or “Other” (20.9%: 4 Planning/Dissemination Grants Committee, 1 New 

Investigator Grant Committee, 1 Knowledge Translation Grant Committee, 1 Banting PDF 

Fellowship Committee, and 1 respondent responded “not applicable”). 

Stage 1 Reviewers 

Response Rate  

The survey was sent to the 49 reviewers who participated in the Stage 1 review. Forty reviewers 

submitted survey responses, and 36 completed the entire survey (response rate = 81.6%). All 

except two of the respondents resided in Canada (95%), and 92.5% completed the survey in 

English. 

Respondent Demographics 

Reviewers classified themselves as an “Early career scientist” (20%), a “Mid-career scientist” 

(30%), a “Senior scientist” (22.5%), a “Knowledge user” (22.5%), or “Other” (5%: 1 Clinical 

Scientist and 1 Research Administrator). Reviewers indicated that their present position is as a 

“Professor” (17.5%), an “Associate Professor” (7.5%), an “Assistant Professor” (32.5%), a 

“Researcher” (10%), a “Clinician” (2.5%), a “Senior Scientist” (2.5%), a “Scientist” (2.5%), or 

“Other” (25%: 4 Administrators, 4 Executive Managers, 1 Research Librarian, and 1 Health 

Funder). 

Most respondents indicated that “Health systems/services” (41%) was their primary research 

domain, followed by “Clinical” (25.6%), “Social, cultural, environmental and population health” 

(25.6%), and “Biomedical” (7.7%). 

Previous Peer Review Experience  

37 reviewers (92.5%) indicated that had previous experience with ResearchNet. Eighty percent 

(80%) of respondents had served as CIHR peer reviewers prior to this competition as members 

of a “Grants Committee” (78.4%), an Awards Committee (13.5%), or “Other” (8.1%: 1 CIHR 

Standing Ethics Committee, 1 Team Grant Committee, and 1 Knowledge Translation Grant 

Committee).  Just under half (47.5%) of respondents had previously reviewed applications 

submitted to a Knowledge Synthesis Grant competition. 
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Stage 2 Reviewers 

Response Rate  

The survey was sent to the 18 reviewers who participated in the Stage 2 review. Seventeen 

reviewers submitted survey responses, and 16 completed the entire survey (response rate = 

88.9%). All respondents resided in Canada, and 94.1% completed the survey in English. 

Respondent Demographics 

Two of the reviewers served as “Chair/Scientific Officer”, and 15 as “Final Assessment 

Stage committee members”. The reviewers classified themselves as a “Mid-career scientist” 

(20%), a “Senior scientist” (20%), a “Knowledge user” (53.3%), or a “Clinical investigator” 

(6.7%). Reviewers indicated their present position as a “Professor” (20%), an “Assistant 

Professor” (20%), a “Researcher” (13.3%), a “Scientist” (6.7%), a “Knowledge User” (33.3%), or 

“Other” (6.7%: 1 “Executive Director”). 

Most survey participants indicated “Health systems/services” (50%) as their primary research 

domain, followed by “Social, cultural, environmental and population health” (28.6%) and 

“Clinical” (21.4%). No reviewer indicated a primary affiliation with the “Biomedical” research 

domain. 

Previous Peer Review Experience  

All 15 reviewers indicated that they had served as CIHR peer reviewers in past competitions, 

and that they had previous experience with ResearchNet. Respondents indicated that they had 

previously participated in a “Grant Peer Review Committee” (65%), a “Grant Merit Review 

Committee” (5%), an “Awards Committee” (10%), or “Other” (20%: 2 Knowledge Translation 

Grant Committee, 1 Governing Council-IAB Advisory Board, and 1 “Other Agency Award 

Committee”). The vast majority (80%) of survey participants had previously reviewed 

applications submitted to a Knowledge Synthesis Grant competition. 

Applicants (after receiving competition results) 

Response Rate  

The survey was sent to the 77 applicants who submitted applications to the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition. Thirty seven applicants submitted survey responses, and 31 

completed the entire survey (response rate = 49.3%). The majority of respondents (85.3%) were 

among those who had previously participated in the first applicant survey.  
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Respondent Demographics 

The majority of respondents (91.9%) resided in Canada, while 3 applicants were located in 

Australia, Germany, or the U.S.A. The majority (91.9%) of participants completed the survey in 

English. 

Applicants classified themselves as an “Early career scientist” (42.9%), a “Mid-career scientist” 

(25.7%), a “Senior scientist” (28.6%), or a “Reviewer” (2.8%). Applicants indicated that their 

present position is as a “Professor” (20.6%), “Associate Professor” (26.5%), “Assistant 

Professor” (32.4%), “Research Scientist” (14.7%), “Research Administrator” (2.9%) or 

“Research Fellow” (2.9%). 

Most survey participants indicated “Health systems/services” (35.3%) or “Clinical” (35.3%) as 

their primary research domain. This was followed closely by “Social, cultural, environmental and 

population health” (23.5%) and “Biomedical” (5.9%) research domains. 

Previous Experience with Knowledge Synthesis Competitions and Peer Review 

The majority of applicants (73.5%) indicated that they had submitted an application to a 

previous Knowledge Synthesis grant competition. In the current competition, 58.3% of 

applicants submitted a new application, while 41.7% submitted a revised application. 

Over half of the applicants (57.6%) had previously served as CIHR peer reviewers on a variety 

of different committees: Knowledge Synthesis Committee (4.5%), Grants Peer Review 

Committee (54.6%), Awards Committee (22.7%), or “Other” (18.2%: Meeting and Planning 

Grant Review Committee, Knowledge Translation Grants Committee, Special Projects Grant 

Review Committee, and Randomized Control Trials Review Committee). 

Prior Knowledge Synthesis Competitions 

Data collected from previous Knowledge Synthesis competitions were used for comparison 

purposes in a number of sections.  Data from the following competitions were used: Fall 2011 

competition, Spring 2012 competition, Fall 2012 competition, and Spring 2013 competition.  
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Appendix 2: Detailed Survey Results 

Structured Application Process 

 

Figure 1. Applicant and Research Administrator Impression of the Structured Application 

Process. Applicants to the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=60 respondents) and 

Research Administrators (n=15 respondents) involved in the application process were surveyed 

following the application submission.  Applicants (n=54) were asked to indicate the perceived 

ease of use of the structured application form (A).  Applicants (n=54) and Research 

Administrators (n=13) were asked to indicate whether they thought the structured application 

format was intuitive (B) and their degree of satisfaction with the application process (C). 
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Table 1. Representative Comments from Applicants Regarding the Structured Application Form  

Comments Regarding the Structured Application Form 

 Many comments stating that the structured application form was intuitive and easy to use, and that technical 
aspects were straightforward; Some comments indicating that the application experience was better than 
previous applications 

 Many believe that researchers will get used to this new format 

 Some indicated that the structured application limited the flow of ideas, and that it broke up the narrative of the 
application 

 Improvements to formatting functionalities are required to make the document more appealing (the resultant PDF 
was a concern for many)  

 There were too many instructional documents in too many different locations  

 Interpretation guidelines that are written for applicants (vs. peer reviewers) would be helpful 

 The adjudication process was well-explained (figures/diagrams were helpful) 

 Despite the adjudication criteria information, what is required in each section is unclear 

 Some believe that the focus on the adjudication criteria (structured application) will make the review process 
easier for peer reviewers  

 Some sections in the PDF that was generated appeared blank because the information was not asked for in the 
application (i.e. Lay Summary). This caused concern for many. 

 

 

Table 2. Representative Comments from Applicants indicating how the pilot application 

experience compared to a previous experience applying to a Knowledge Synthesis competition 

Structured Application Format vs. Traditional Application Method  

 Difficult for many to re-write application to fit within the character limits  

 Difficult for many to re-write the methods section as it is much shorter than previous applications, and it was 
unclear how much detail should be included 

 Difficult to fit all background information that fully supports the rationale into the "Quality of the idea" section 
(should be lengthened)  

 Suggestion was to use page limits instead of character limits for each adjudication criterion  

 Budgets that contain many small items, combined with the need to justify each budget item, make it difficult to 
respect the current character limits in this section 
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Figure 2. Use of Structured Application Process Compared to Previous Review 

Applications to the Knowledge Synthesis Competition. Applicants to the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=60 respondents) and Research Administrators (n=15 

respondents) involved in the application process were surveyed following the application 

submission.  Applicants (n=32) were asked to describe the ease of use (A) and the amount of 

work required to apply (B) compared to previous applications to the Knowledge Synthesis 

competition. Applicants (n=29) and Research Administrators (n=9) were invited to indicate their 

level of satisfaction with the structured application process (C).   
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Figure 3. Character Limits of the Structured Application Form. Applicants to the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=60 respondents) were surveyed following the application 

submission.  Applicants (n=54) were requested to indicate whether the set page limit was 

adequate to respond to each adjudication criterion using the structured application form (A), and 

if the character limit was insufficient, to indicate the ideal limit (B).   
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Table 3. Representative Comments from Applicants Regarding the Character Limits in the 

Structured Application Form  

Applicant Comments Related to Character Limits 

 Many indicated that there was not enough space to develop the background as the “Quality of the Idea” and/or 
“Importance of the Idea” sections were too short (only basic rationale could be provided with no supporting 
information)  

 The “Expertise, Experience, and Resources” section was too short for larger teams 

 There was not enough space to include timelines 

 Word limits would be better than character limits as one can use the whole word instead of the abbreviations 

 Many indicated that there was not enough space in any section to include all of the information described in the 
interpretation guidelines 

 Some interpreted “Quality of the Idea” and “Importance of the Idea” as similar adjudication criteria, and inserted 
overlapping information in both sections  

 Some are satisfied with the character limits if the reviewers are satisfied with the amount of information that is 
provided in the applications (e.g. fewer details in the methods, etc.) 

 More clarity is required regarding the level of detail required in each section 

 Need to clearly communicate that the limits include spaces 

 Imposing a character limit in each section keeps everyone on the same playing field 
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Figure 4. Stage 1 Reviewer Reactions to the Structured Application – Character Limits. 

Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were 

surveyed following the submission of the Stage 1 reviews. Respondents indicated whether there 

was sufficient information provided by applicants in the structured application to appropriately 

assess each adjudication criterion (n=40) (A), and specified sections of the structured 

application that could use more space (n=3) (B). 
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Figure 5. Stage 1 Reviewer Reactions to the Structured Application – Allowable 

Attachments. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=40 

respondents) were surveyed following the submission of the Stage 1 reviews. Respondents 

indicated the value level (high, medium, low, none) of the allowable attachments reviewed as 

part of the application (n=40) (A), and of certain sections of the applicant CVs (n=34) (B).  
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Table 4. Representative Comments from Reviewers Regarding Suggestions for Additional 

Types of Documentation that would be Useful to Reviewers in the Assessment of Knowledge 

Synthesis Applications 

Suggestions Regarding Other Types of Useful Application Attachments  

 Implementing a maximum number of letters of support would be helpful  

 Additional or previous supporting studies 

 Many indicated that examples of the search strategy, pilot searches, review protocol, etc. need to be allowable 
attachments  

 Some indicated that CIHR should not limit the number/type of appendices, while others thought that limiting the 
nature of the attachments helped keep the length of the application manageable and the review fair 

 The type of allowable attachments was not clear as several of the applications had attachments "stripped"  

 

 

Figure 6. Non-Technical Problems Encountered in Completing the Structured Application 

Form. Applicants to the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=60 respondents) were 

surveyed following the application submission. Applicants (n=56) indicated whether they had 

problems completing the structured application form by choosing either “Yes” or “No”.  

 

Table 5. Representative Comments from applicants regarding the non-technical problems 

encountered in the completion of the structured application form 

Problems Encountered in the Completion of the Structured Application Form 

 Many issues encountered with copying/pasting documents from MS Word to text box (formatting, character 
counts, specialized characters) 

 Issues with the PDF that is generated (underlining is too dark, spaces removed between words, no use of colour)  

 Figures should be allowed as part of the character limit  

 Attachment rules were unclear, especially regarding participant documents and whether or not they were 
required/allowed 

 The section titles and information provided were too broad (clearer guidelines required) 
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Reviewer Workload 

 

Figure 7. Stage 1 Reviewer Workload. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge 

Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the submission of the 

Stage 1 reviews. Stage 1 reviewers indicated their perception of the Stage 1 reviewer workload 

(n=40) (A).  Reviewers who had previously reviewed for a Knowledge Synthesis competition 

(n=19) indicated their perception of workload compared to the previous competition (B). 

Respondents (n=40) indicated the amount of time spent on various review activities which was 

compared to data collected during the Spring 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (C). 
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Table 6. Representative Comments from Reviewers Indicating the Amount of Time Spent on 

various Stage 1 Review Activities 

Time Spent on Stage 1 Review Activities 

Reading a single application 

 The time was reduced as reviewers became more familiar with the task 

 Reviewers appreciated being able to access the application in multiple windows in ResearchNet 

Looking up additional information related to the applications online 

 Some reviewers found this part cumbersome and suggested that the ability to launch PubMed or Cochrane (i.e. 
links) from within ResearchNet would be helpful   

Writing the review of a single application 

 Some reviewers combined reading the applications and writing the reviews in the same time bracket, which may 
therefore appear longer   

 Some reviewers indicated that the time required to write the reviews decreased as they became more familiar 
with the process 

Entering your review information into the adjudication worksheet 

 This activity was often done in tandem with writing the review 

 Timing improved gradually as the familiarity with the process increased 

Reading other reviews and participating in the online discussion 

 Most reviewers indicated that little or no online discussion occurred due to reviewers not submitting their reviews 
on time 

 Some suggested that a planned interaction such as a teleconference might work better 

 Many suggested that the reviewer background and/or the type of reviewer (academic or knowledge user) would 
be helpful to help frame discussions   

Completing the ranking of assigned applications 

 The process worked well in ResearchNet 

 Some indicated that the ranking process was easy, while others found the process very complex  

Table 7. Representative Reviewer Comments Regarding the Time Spent on Various Stage 2 
Review Activities 

Time Spent on Stage 2 Review Activities  

Reading Stage 1 Reviews for One Application 

 Some of the Stage 1 reviewers gave very little rationale for their ratings 

 Timing is highly variable and difficult to approximate 

Consulting Stage 1 Grant Applications for One Application 

 Some reviewed the Stage 1 applications for all/most of the applications reviewed 

 Some read the applications only if there were disagreements among the Stage 1 reviews 

 Would not need to read the applications if the reviewer backgrounds were known 

 Appreciated the more concise applications, and found them easier to digest  

Looking up Additional Information Related to the Applications Online 

 Necessary to do, especially if a good research team did not provide an appropriate answer in a given section, but 
time it takes is variable  

Assigning Applications to “Yes/No” Bins and Writing Comments to Justify Assessment 

 Many indicated that the longest time was spent writing reviews/making sure reviews were meaningful 

 Some indicated that the process was relatively straightforward, but took some extra time because of the new 
process  

Reading other Stage 2 Reviewer Comments Using the “ In Meeting” task in ResearchNet 

 Some indicated that they read these during the meeting 

 Some indicated that they scanned a few comments 

 Some indicated that it was very helpful in order to prepare for the meeting 

Reviewing the Final Assessment Stage Ranking to Prepare for the Stage 2 Meeting 

 Some reviewed this numerous times  

 Process was quick 
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Figure 8. Stage 2 Reviewer Workload. Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge 

Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the completion of the 

Stage 2 meeting.  Stage 2 reviewers (n=15) indicated their perception of the workload for 

Stage 2 reviewers (A). Reviewers who had previously reviewed for a Knowledge Synthesis 

competition (n=12) indicated the amount of time the review process took (B) and the ease of 

use of the review process (C) compared to a previous Knowledge Synthesis review experience. 

The length of the Stage 2 face-to-face meeting was compared to the length of the committee 

meeting of the Spring 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (D).  
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Table 8. Representative Reviewer Comments Comparing the Review Process in the Current 

Competition to Previous Knowledge Synthesis Competitions 

Stage 2 Review Process Compared to previous Knowledge Synthesis Competitions 

 Some felt that it should be mandatory for Stage 2 reviewers to read the application 

 Some were reluctant to review only the Stage 1 reviewers' comments unless their background was known 

 Many comments indicating that the process took less time, and is much more reasonable in terms of the required 
commitment 

 Process was more clear than previous review processes  

 The committee discussion was much more logical and meaningful, and it was quicker as it was not necessary to 
read full submissions in every case 

 The functionality of the website was excellent 

 It was more difficult in some ways (e.g., more info available), but easier in other ways (e.g., more focused task) 

 

Adjudication Criteria 

 

Figure 9. Distinction between “Quality of the Idea” and “Importance of the Idea”. 

Applicants (n=60 respondents) and Stage 1 reviewers (n=40 respondents) of the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition were surveyed following the application submission.  A. 

Applicants (n=52) were asked to indicate whether the distinction between the "Quality of the 

Idea" and the "Importance of the Idea" was clear by selecting either “Yes” or “No”.  B. Stage 1 

Reviewers (n=37) were asked to indicate whether the distinction between the “Quality of the 

Idea” and “Importance of the Idea” was clear. 
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Table 9. Representative Comments from Applicants and Stage 1 Reviewers Regarding the 

Distinction between the “Quality of Idea” and the “Importance of Idea” 

Comments from Applicants 

 Many suggested that the “Quality of the Idea” and “Importance of the Idea” should be combined, and that the 
applicant could be guided to consider both aspects 

 Many indicated that these sections should be renamed “Background”  

 The character limits were not sufficient in either of these sections  

 Some indicated that the interpretation guidelines provided were helpful; however, others found them confusing 
as one could use the description of Quality of Idea or Importance of Idea to describe the other 

 For resubmissions, it was difficult for many to determine where information from the last application was meant to 
be placed  

 Many are concerned that reviewers will not agree with the applicant’s interpretation of the two sections 

 Unclear whether the criteria provided addresses all the items necessary to make a judgment about the proposal 

Comments from Stage 1 Reviewers 

 Overall, reviewers indicated that the distinction was not clear; however, some indicated that the distinction 
became apparent throughout the review process 

 Many indicated that applicants were confused regarding the distinction as some applications clearly framed 
quality vs. importance, but in other cases, similar information was presented in both categories 

 Many indicated that there is overlap between the two, and the sections could be merged; many gave the same 
ratings/comments for both sections 

 

Table 10. Comments from Reviewers Indicating the Appropriate Weighting of the Adjudication 

Criteria 

Appropriate Weighting of the Adjudication Criteria 

Quality of Idea (0-40%) 

 Clarity on why and how something should be studied is the most important piece, and it often impacts the 
approach being proposed  

 Regardless of how great the idea was, if the approach would not allow the goals to be met, then this criteria had 
less meaning 

 Difficult to distinguish between the Quality of Idea and Importance of Idea 

Importance of Idea (10-25%) 

 Ideas may be very important to a specific group 

 An idea can be high quality, but if it is not important, it should be ranked lower  

 Highly subjective (e.g. important from whose perspective?) 

Approach (20-50%) 

 If a project is not methodologically sound, the rest cannot be compelling 

Expertise, Experience, and Resources (15-30%) 

 Include connection to knowledge users 

 Making this criterion worth too much would disadvantage early career scientists, those who are reaching out into 
a new field of inquiry, or those who are trying to bridge areas of discipline that may not have traditional partners  

 Less weighting here would encourage innovation among researchers 
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Figure 10.  Adjudication Criteria. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis 

competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the submission of the Stage 1 reviews. 

Respondents indicated whether the adjudication criteria should be equally weighted (n=37) (A), 

and the appropriate weighting of each adjudication criterion (n=15) (B).  
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Adjudication Scale 

 

Figure 11.  Characteristics of the Adjudication Scale. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the submission 

of the Stage 1 reviews. Respondents (n=37) indicated the extent to which they agreed with 

various statements regarding the adjudication scale.   

 

Table 11. Comments from Reviewers Regarding the Adjudication Scale 

Comments Regarding the Adjudication Scale  

 Many indicated that they used mostly A and B as most applications met high criteria 

 Some indicated that 3 or 4 letters (ABC[D]) may be sufficient  

 Some indicated that the ABCDE rating scale is not fine enough (20% differences) to differentiate between 
applications, so many applications were scored similarly 

 Examples of when to give B/C/D ratings would be helpful 

 Difficult to differentiate between A and B or B and C  

 The criteria was awkwardly worded in terms of meeting eligibility requirements 

 This is really the most important aspect of this new format as it reduces bias   
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Figure 12.  Use of the Adjudication Scale. Stage 1 reviewers (n=40 respondents) and 

Stage 2 reviewers (n=17 respondents) of the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition were 

surveyed following the submission of the Stage 1 or Stage 2 reviews. Respondents indicated 

whether they thought that the full range of the adjudication scale had been used by Stage 1 

reviewers from the perspective of the individual assigning the ratings (Stage 1 reviewers), and 

from the perspective of the Stage 2 reviewer (A). The number of each letter rating (A-E) given 

out in the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition by Stage 1 reviewers was calculated and 

is represented as a percent of the total ratings given out (B).  
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Figure 13.  Adjudication Scale – Final Score.  The average final score (out of 4.9) of all 

applications from the Spring 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition were calculated and 

broken out between academic reviewers and knowledge user reviewers.  The final score was 

then converted into a score out of 20 in order to be able to compare to the Fall 2013 Knowledge 

Synthesis Project Scheme pilot competition. The average final score (out of 20) of applications 

submitted by Stage 1 reviewers was calculated and broken out between academic reviewers 

and knowledge user reviewers.   

Integrated Knowledge Translation 

 

Figure 14. Integrated Knowledge Translation (IKT) Approach. Applicants to the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=60 respondents) were surveyed following the application 



 

47 

submission.  Applicants (n=53) indicated whether the adjudication criteria allowed the inclusion 

of the integrated knowledge translation approach (A).  Applicants who had previously applied to 

a Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=26) indicated whether the structured application form 

and new adjudication criteria made it easier to include the integrated knowledge translation 

approach (B).  

 

Table 12. Representative Comments from applicants indicating whether the structured 

application and adjudication criteria allowed for the inclusion of the integrated knowledge 

translation approach 

Integrated Knowledge Translation Approach in the Structured Application Form 

 Many indicated that there was not enough space in any of the 4 sections to include sufficient KT information 

 Some indicated that there should be a specific section for KT 

 Some indicated that KT now seems unimportant to CIHR because this part of the application is buried within 
another section 

 Some indicated that it is unclear where KT information should be placed, and how much detail is required  

 Some indicated that their opinion will depend on whether the reviewers agree that the applicants have included 
sufficient KT information in the space provided  

 

Table 13. Representative comments from reviewers describing whether the adjudication criteria 

allowed reviewers to appropriately assess the integrated knowledge translation approach within 

the structured application 

Adjudication Criteria Allowed Reviewers to Assess the IKT Approach 

 A more direct link to the IKT information on CIHR’s website would be helpful 

 New process seems to have lost the qualities of merit review  

 A separate section focused on KT would be better 

 It was limited content, and not the adjudication criteria, that affected the ability to assess the IKT approach 

 There was no consistent place to find this information in the structured application which made it difficult to 
review 

 Many indicated that the stronger applicants included specific information regarding the IKT approach and 
included them in the timeline; weaker applications simply listed potential approaches 

 The character limit made it difficult for applicants to include appropriate IKT information   
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Figure 15. Integrated Knowledge Translation (IKT) Approach. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 

2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the 

submission of the Stage 1 reviews. Respondents (n=37) indicated the extent to which they 

agreed with statements regarding the integrated knowledge translation approach (A). Reviewers 

who had reviewed for previous Knowledge Synthesis competitions (n=19) indicated the extent 

to which the adjudication worksheet, the adjudication criteria, and the information contained 

within the application made it easier to appropriately assess the integrated knowledge 

translation approach outlined by the applicant (B).  
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Stage 1 Structured Review Process 

 

Figure 16.  Adjudication Worksheet. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis 

competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the submission of the Stage 1 reviews. 

Respondents (n=40) indicated the ease of use of the adjudication worksheet (A), and whether 

the character limit (1/2 page) for each adjudication criterion was adequate to provide sufficient 

feedback to applicants (B).  Those reviewers who did not think that the character limit was 

appropriate (n=3) indicated which sections did not have sufficient space (C).  
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Table 14. Representative Comments from Reviewers Regarding the Character Limits in the 

Adjudication Worksheet 

Appropriate Character Limit for the Adjudication Worksheet 

 Having a character limit for all sections (as opposed to a separate limit for each section) would allow for more 
flexibility  

 There is insufficient space to comment on methodology of review and KT approach 

Ideal Character Limits for Reviewer Comments 

 Quality of Idea: reviewers indicated 0.5-1 page would be sufficient (n=2) 

 Importance of Idea: reviewer responses ranged between 0.5-3 pages (n=3) 

 Approach: reviewer responses ranged between 1-3 pages (n=5) 

 Expertise/Experience/Resources: reviewers responses ranged between 0.5-3 pages (n=4) 

 Budget: reviewer responses ranged between 0.5-3 pages (n=4) 

 

Table 15. Representative Comments from Reviewers Regarding the Adjudication Worksheet 

Adjudication Worksheet 

 The worksheet was simple, efficient, focused, and to the point 

 Having the criteria listed in each category helped to focus reviewers on what to look for 

 The ability to identify strengths and weaknesses in bullet point form was helpful 

 Being able to assess and provide comments on each adjudication criteria separately made it easier to evaluate 
the applications  

 Having a "no weaknesses identified" option rather than have to enter text to that effect would be helpful 

 There was not an option to indicate a reviewer’s inability to assess the budget   

 Some reviewers found the requirement to write strengths and weaknesses for each criterion inconvenient and 
repetitive, and suggested that it would be easier to provide one set of comments to justify each rating 

 

Table 16. Representative comments from reviewers indicating why they did not read other 

reviewer’s preliminary reviews  

Why Reviewers Did Not Read Other Reviewer’s Preliminary Reviews 

Most indicated that they: 

 Did not have time or that other reviewers had not submitted their reviews on time  

 Did not want to be influenced by other reviewers 

 Did not know how to access the preliminary reviews 

 

Table 17. Representative comments from reviewers indicating why they did not participate in an 

online discussion 

Why Reviewers Did Not Participate in Online Discussions 

 There were no online discussions to join (due to reviewers not having completed their reviews on time)  

 Many indicated that they did not have time to participate  

 One reviewer chose not to engage because scores from other reviewers were very different 
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Figure 17. Reading Preliminary Reviews. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge 

Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the submission of the 

Stage 1 reviews. Respondents indicated whether they read the preliminary reviews of other 

reviewers who were assigned the same application (n=37) (A), how often reading the 

preliminary reviews of other reviewers influenced their final assessment of the applicant (n=22) 

(B), and how much additional time was spent reading the preliminary reviews of other reviewers 

(n=21) (C). 
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Figure 18.  Online Discussion Participation. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge 

Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the submission of the 

Stage 1 reviews. Respondents (n=35) indicated whether they participated in the online 

discussion (A). Those reviewers who did not participate (n=26) specified why they did not 

participate (B). Respondents (n=35) indicated whether 7 days was sufficient time to participate 

in the online discussion (C). 
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Figure 19. Online Discussion Initiation. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge 

Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the submission of the 

Stage 1 reviews. Respondents (n=10) indicated whether they initiated an online discussion (A), 

and for those reviewers who did (n=7), the factors they used to determine whether an online 

discussion was necessary (B).  Respondents (n=35) indicated who they thought should initiate 

online discussions: CIHR, a virtual Chair, or reviewers at their discretion (C), and whether 

specific criteria should be used to determine when an online discussion must take place (D).  

Table 18. Representative comments from reviewers suggesting the criteria that should be used 

to determine whether an online discussion should take place 

Criteria to Determine Whether an Online Discussion Should Take Place 

 Conflicts between “fundable” and “non-fundable” applications 

 Most indicated that an online discussion should be initiated when there are large discrepancies in ratings or 
comments (e.g. 2 grades or more) 
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Figure 20.  Impact of Online Discussion. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge 

Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the submission of the 

Stage 1 reviews. Respondents (n=9) indicated how often online discussions influenced a 

reviewer’s assessment of an application.  

 

Figure 21. Stage 2 Reviewer Comments to Stage 1 Reviewers. Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 

2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the 

completion of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents (n=14) indicated whether Stage 1 reviewers 

provided clear feedback/comments in order to support the ratings given for each adjudication 

criterion.  

Table 19. Representative Stage 2 Reviewer comments regarding the Stage 1 reviews  

Stage 1 Reviews  

 Many comments indicating that some reviews had very few comments, making it difficult to make an assessment 
because the ratings were not properly justified 

 Many comments indicating that most reviewers did not use the lower end of the scale  

 Having the reviewer's rankings (e.g., 1/9) was not especially helpful since could not compare the application 
ranked 1/9 to project ranked 9/9 by the same reviewer 

 It might be better to ask Stage 1 reviewers to write 3 strengths and 3 weaknesses of the application instead of 
having a character limit 

 Many comments indicating that there was great variability in the quality of the reviews 

 Stage 1 reviewers were not given enough assistance or advice on communicating to Stage 2 reviewers (they 
should be encouraged to write "I chose X as a score, but I was not really able to assess this aspect") 
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Stage 2 Review Process 

 

Figure 22. Stage 2 Reviewer Reactions to Stage 1 Reviews. Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 

2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the 

completion of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents (n=15 for A and n=14 for B) indicated whether 

they consulted grant applications in addition to Stage 1 reviews (A), and the extent to which 

they agreed that applications should be read in conjunction with the Stage 1 reviews as part of 

the Stage 2 review process (B).   

 

Figure 23. Stage 2 Pre-Meeting Activities - Binning Process. Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 
2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the 
completion of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents (n=14) indicated whether the number of “Yes” 
and “No” allocations for the binning process was appropriate.  
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Table 20. Representative Reviewer Comments Regarding the Proper Allocation of “Yes/No” 
Votes for the Application Binning Requirement of Stage 2 Review 

Appropriate Allocation of Yes/No Decisions  

 There should not be a pre-assigned number to bin into one category or the other 

 It would be better to give a range of yes/no’s rather than an absolute number 

 The objective of creating a gradient could be achieved without limiting the number of yes/no votes 

 Some applications were placed in the “no” bin when they should not have been there  

 

Figure 24. Stage 2 Pre-Meeting Activities - Consultation of Other Reviewers Comments. 

Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were 

surveyed following the completion of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents indicated whether they 



 

57 

read comments from other reviewers who were assigned the same application (n=14) (A), 

whether reading other reviewer comments and/or binning decisions influenced their assessment 

(n=12) (B), the additional time spent reading other reviewer’s comments (n=14) (C), and 

whether the character limit for reviewer comments was sufficient (n=14) (D).  

 

Figure 25. Face-to-Face Meeting Requirements. Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 2013 
Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the completion 
of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents (n=16) indicated whether or not they agreed that the face-
to-face meeting is required for Stage 2 review, whether the face-to-face meeting instructions 
were clear, and whether conflicts were handled appropriately at the meeting.   

 

Table 21. Representative Stage 2 reviewer comments regarding whether or not the face-to-face 
meeting is required in order to determine which applications should be funded 

Face-to-Face Meeting Required? 

 Many indicated that the meeting was very important in order to discuss important issues, and to increase the 
credibility of the process  

 Might need to be expanded to include a wider range of Group B (“grey zone”) applications 

 In future, could be accomplished with a web-ex approach 

 Many indicated that it would be hard to have a video conference that lasted all day; however, it was a lot of travel 
for a one-day meeting  

 Would find an efficient voting mechanism outside of a face-face environment challenging 

 Discussion was helpful, but could be more helpful: identification of discrepancies in Stage 1 review should lead to 
discussion by experts in that area (content, method, KT) at Stage 2 to determine final disposition 
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Figure 26. Face-to-Face Meeting – Validating the Application List. Stage 2 reviewers of the 

Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the 

completion of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents (n=16) indicated the extent to which they 

agreed with various statements relating to the movement of applications during the validation of 

the application list at the face-to-face meeting.  

 

Table 22. Representative Reviewer Comments Regarding the Face-to-Face Meeting Process 

Suggested Improvements to the “Validating the List” Process 

 Some comments indicating that the process was sound, efficient, and worked well 

 Instructions provided at the meeting were clear 

 There may be a need for a "calibration" discussion before moving any applications 

 More description of the rationale behind moving applications from one group to another is required  

 Instructions should state that Stage 2 reviewers are not obliged to follow the Stage 1 reviewer's recommendation 
if there is a sound reason discussed at the meeting 

 Process felt more fair than the previous method as more than 2 reviewers had reviewed the application  

 Decreased reviewer burden because did not waste time discussing applications that would definitely be 
funded/not be funded  

Group A/B/C - Focusing the Discussion on the Group B Applications  

 The focus resulted in more useful discussions about the proposals  

 Many comments indicating that this process was more appropriate than spending time discussing proposals that 
have no likelihood of being funded 

 More applications needed to be in group B 
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Figure 27. Face-to-Face Meeting – Voting Process. Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the completion 

of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents (n=16) indicated whether the use of and instructions for 

the voting tool were useful and clear.  

 

 

Figure 28. Face-to-Face Meeting – Funding Cut-Off Line. Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the completion 

of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents (n=16) indicated whether the funding cut-off line was 

useful during the face-to-face meeting. 
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ResearchNet Experience 

 

Figure 29. Using ResearchNet as part of the Stage 1 Review Process. Stage 1 reviewers of 

the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following 

the submission of the Stage 1 reviews. Respondents (n=40) indicated the extent to which they 

agreed with various statements regarding ResearchNet and the clarity and ease of use of 

Stage 1 review activities. 
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Table 23. Representative Comments from Reviewers Regarding the Improvements for 

ResearchNet for Stage 1 Reviewers for Future Competitions 

Improvements to ResearchNet for Future Competitions 

 Having an auto-save functionality would be very helpful before ResearchNet disconnects due to inactivity 

 Character limits should be indicated upfront  

 Links to resources should be more easily identifiable (all resources could be included on a side-bar that shows 
up on every page) 

 The adjudication scale should be visible both above and below the forms  

Improvements to Instructions in ResearchNet   

 The webinar before the process was very helpful; the instructions were clear 

 The instructions in ResearchNet were vastly improved 

 Some suggested that instructions should appear on multiple pages, and that there should be more reminders on 
relevant pages in ResearchNet 

 Some indicated that clearer step-by-step instructions are necessary  

 

Table 24. Representative Comments from Reviewers Regarding the Improvements for 
ResearchNet for Stage 2 Reviewers for Future Competitions 

Improvements to ResearchNet for Future Competitions  

 Allow viewing of multiple screens/windows at the same time (to eliminate the current requirement of flipping back 
and forth)  

 Internet Explorer 8 could not handle ResearchNet 

 The review and application documents were downloadable in different places, and this was inconvenient  

 Some comments indicating that ResearchNet is easy to use  

 There was not enough bandwidth to get on ResearchNet at the meeting 

 Reviewer comments should be interwoven (i.e. all comments relating to the “Quality of the Idea” from each 
reviewer should be in the same place to reduce the need to flip between pages)  

 List applications by overall score rather than alphabetically by name  

Improvements to Instructions in ResearchNet 

 Instructions are fairly straightforward 

 The process was very easy to go through, and the completion of the rankings was easy 

 Some comments regarding the online/teleconference orientation session being very helpful  

 The instructions were very helpful in conjunction with the online training session 

 More background information regarding what the Stage 1 reviewers had done is required in the Stage 2 
instructions  

 Some instructions around the number of yes/no votes allowed in the binning process was confusing; there 
should be a reminder in ResearchNet 
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Figure 30. Using ResearchNet as part of the Stage 2 Review Process. Stage 2 reviewers of 

the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following 

the submission of all application reviews. Respondents indicated the extent to which they 

agreed with various statements regarding ResearchNet and the clarity and ease of Stage 2 

review activities. 
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Overall Satisfaction with Project Scheme Design 

 

Figure 31.  Overall Satisfaction with Stage 1 Review Process. Stage 1 reviewers of the Fall 

2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=40 respondents) were surveyed following the 

submission of the Stage 1 reviews. Respondents (n=36) indicated their degree of satisfaction 

with the Stage 1 review process.  

 

Table 25. Representative Comments from reviewers indicating ways that the structured review 

process could be improved 

Ways to Improve the Structured Review Process  

 Process is intuitive 

 Not easy to navigate between different evaluation screens 

 Approach to ranking and breaking ties was not clear or intuitive from what was displayed on the screens (had to 
use training material) 

 In order to keep the application and reviewing screens up simultaneously, both needed to be re-adjusted, but re-
sizing the ResearchNet screen would often result in an error, and any comments inserted would be deleted   

 Ensure that reviewers submit their ratings/rankings/comments in a timely manner 

 More direct links in ResearchNet to supporting information (e.g. CIHR training videos, necessary documents, 
PubMed, Cochrane) 

 Make the information for each adjudication criteria appear as a pop-up in ResearchNet 

 Provide step-by-step instructions  
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Figure 32. Overall Satisfaction with Stage 2 Review Process. Stage 2 reviewers of the Fall 

2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=17 respondents) were surveyed following the 

completion of the Stage 2 meeting. Respondents (n=16) indicated their degree of satisfaction 

with the Stage 2 Review Process.  

 

Table 26. Representative comments from reviewers regarding their overall impression of the 
Stage 2 review process 

Overall Impression of the Stage 2 Peer Review Process 

 Stage 2 reviewers enjoyed participating in the peer review process 

 Some comments congratulating CIHR on constantly looking for ways to improve 

 The ability to review comments and ranking for all applications would be helpful 

 The face-to-face meeting should be a requirement for the foreseeable future 

 Peer review process is superior compared to the previous review process (the demands, intensity, fatigue, etc.) 

 Impressed with how well thought-out and organized the staff were for this new process 

 New peer review process is excellent, fair, and efficient  

 Some wondered whether there should be review criteria for Stage 2 reviewers 

 Some reviewers reviewed the reviews, and some viewed both the reviews and the applications – should there be 
some consistency?  

 Process is difficult if an individual is a reviewer at both Stage 1 and Stage 2 

 Should not have a set ratio (of yes/no votes) for the binning process  
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Figure 33.  Value of the Structured Review Process. Applicants of the Fall 2013 Knowledge 

Synthesis competition (n=33 respondents) were surveyed following the receipt of the 

competition results in order to determine their thoughts regarding the consistency of the reviews 

received (A), the usefulness of the reviews (B), the value of the structured review process (C), 

and the fairness of the review process (D). Responses were broken into three categories: 

Funded (n=8), Reviewed at the Stage 2 Face-to-Face Meeting but Not Funded (n=12), and Not 

Funded (n=13). 
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Table 27. Representative Comments from applicants regarding the consistency of the reviews 
received 

Consistency of Reviews 

 Many indicated that they were concerned regarding the validity of the peer review process because there was a 
lot of variability between reviewers  

 Some indicated that they were concerned with the amount of variability within the same reviewer (inconsistencies 
between ratings, rankings, and comments) 

 Some indicated that there were not enough reviewer comments to support the ratings received, or that the 
reviewer comments were unhelpful and had a very negative tone 

 Some indicated that the reviewers asked for more information, but in order to do so would have resulted in 
exceeding the character limit  

 Some indicated that it will be difficult to interpret how to improve their application for next time as the reviewers 
had divergent views (a strength to one was a weakness to the other) 

Table 28. Representative Comments from applicants regarding the written justification of the 
reviews received and whether they will be useful in refining the research project and/or 
formulating the application for resubmission 

The Written Justifications are Useful for Refining/Resubmitting Project/Application 

 Reviewer comments contradicted each other or were otherwise inconsistent 

 Reviewer comments were not very helpful (or did not provide enough detail) 

 Some indicated that it was difficult to know which reviewer comment to address as they were contradictory 

 Some reviewer comments were helpful, some were not appropriate 

Table 29. Representative Comments from applicants regarding the structured review process 
and whether it was valuable to provide applicants with both a rating and a justification for each 
adjudication sub-criterion 

Value of the Structured Application Process 

 There was too much latitude allowed in individual reviewer's interpretations 

 Applicants will need instructions regarding how to reconcile divergent reviewer comments 

 Reviewers may need training to understand what are appropriate and inappropriate criticisms  

 Some respondents appreciated having 5 reviewers (instead of 2) as it gives a more accurate picture of the 
quality of the application 

Table 30. Representative Comments from applicants regarding their perception of the fairness 
and transparency of the structured review process 

Fairness of the Review Process 

 Applicants and reviewers had different opinions regarding what information should be included in each section, 
especially in the “Approach” section  

 Having 5 reviewers compared to 2 is a step in the right direction  

 Some frustration from resubmissions where applicants had addressed previous concerns from reviewers only to 
get new suggestions in this pilot and/or having reviewers in the pilot disagree with previous reviewers 

 The process for how ratings are assigned needs to be more transparent 

 Some discomfort with the idea of not all applications being discussed at Stage 2   

 Would be helpful to know the application ranking 

 There were many comments that indicated that it would be helpful to know how the 5 reviews are weighted 
against each other, and how CIHR dealt with situations where one reviewer was an outlier compared to the 
others  
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Figure 34. Applicant Satisfaction with the Structured Review Process. Applicants of the 

Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=33 respondents) were surveyed following the 

receipt of the competition results in order to determine their level of satisfaction regarding the 

consistency of peer review comments (A), the clarity of the adjudication criteria (B), the quality 

of the peer review comments received (C), the clarity of the rating system (D), and the 

confidence applicants have in the review process (E). Responses were broken into three 

categories: Funded (n=8), Reviewed at Face-to-Face Meeting but Not Funded (n=11), and Not 

Funded (n=13).  Data collected from the Ipsos Reid 2011 International Review of CIHR was 

compared to the levels of satisfaction of the pilot participants (A-D).  The data used in the Ipsos 

Reid study was collected via survey from 2,461 stakeholders, 2,198 of which were applicants 

and/or grantees.  
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Figure 35. Overall Satisfaction with the Adjudication Process. Applicants of the Fall 2013 

Knowledge Synthesis competition (n=33 respondents) were surveyed following the receipt of 

the competition results in order to determine their overall level of satisfaction with the new 

adjudication process. Responses were broken into three categories: Funded (n=8), Reviewed at 

Face-to-Face Meeting but Not Funded (n=11), and Not Funded (n=13). 

 

Table 31. Representative Comments from applicants regarding how the adjudication process 
could be improved for future competitions 

Improving the Review Process for Applicants 

 The previous system was more fair (although less transparent) 

 Five reviewers allows room for more divergent opinions; 3 may suffice 

 All applications should be reviewed in all stages  

 The character limits are unreasonable for the amount of detail required  

 Reviewers should review each proposal thoroughly and consistently so that PIs can get consistent/useful 
feedback 

 Some applicants wish to be able to submit responses to previous reviews so that reviewers can have the history 
of the application 

 Applicants would like more information regarding what each rating letter means, how the ratings/rankings are 
reconciled within/between reviewers, and how the proposals are ranked 

 Applicants would like to have some sort of arbitration between divergent reviewers (one bad review out of 5 
could mean the difference between making it to Stage 2 or not) 

 Applicants would like additional explicit information on what information should be included in each section  

 Applicants would like to be provided with information about why applications do not make it to the final round  

 CIHR should remove inappropriate reviewer comments before they go to applicants  

 CIHR should be more transparent regarding how applications move to Stage 2  

 The number of instructional documents needs to be reduced (streamline information for applicants) 
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A. Applicants 

 



 

70 

B. Research Administrators 
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C. Stage 1 Reviewers 
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D. Stage 2 Reviewers 

 

Figure 36. Usefulness of the Documentation Developed for the Knowledge Synthesis 

Pilot. Applicants (n=60 respondents) (A), Research Administrators (n=15 respondents) (B), 

Stage 1 Reviewers (n=40 respondents) (C), and Stage 2 Reviewers (n=17 respondents) (D) of 

the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition were surveyed following the completion of their 

respective activities.  Respondents indicated which documentation they used for their 

participation in the competition by picking from a list, and further indicated whether they found 

the documentation to be helpful.  
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Table 32. Representative Comments from pilot participants regarding the documentation 

developed for the Knowledge Synthesis Pilot 

Applicants/Research Administrators 

Overall 

 Too many documents made the process confusing 

 As with most CIHR documents, information is often difficult to find/interpret 

Knowledge Synthesis Grant: Fall 2013 Competition Funding Opportunity 

 Should have had more instructions integrated into it instead of linking to other documents 

Interpretation Guidelines for the Fall 2013 Synthesis Grant Competition Adjudication Criteria 

 Helpful for many in identifying what should be included in each section  

 Should have been incorporated into the funding opportunity as some missed this document 

CIHR Peer Review Manual for the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis Grant Competition 

 Did not describe how Stage 1 reviewers would be selected, and why they would be reviewing so many grants 

Stage 1 Reviewers 

Fall 2013 Competition Funding Opportunity  

 Clarifies the purpose of the competition 

 Too much information 

CIHR Peer Review Manual for Fall 2013 KRS  

 N/A  

Stage 2 Reviewers 

Knowledge Synthesis Grant: Fall 2013 Competition Funding Opportunity 

 Helps to focus on what was important 

 Referenced it to read up on the changes 

Knowledge Synthesis Grant: Fall 2013 ResearchNet “Application” Phase Instructions 

 Potential confusion of "your reviews" meaning "reviews assigned to you" or "your reviews of reviews" 

 The repetition was helpful 

Interpretation Guidelines for the Fall 2013 Synthesis Grant Competition Adjudication Criteria 

 Essential/Helpful/Clear 

 Used for terminology purposes 

 Unclear what this document is 

CIHR Peer Review Manual for the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis Grant Competition 

 Very helpful - clear, concise 
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A. Applicants 

 

B. Research Administrators 
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C. Stage 1 Reviewers 

 

D. Stage 2 Reviewers 
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Figure 37. Usefulness of the Learning Lessons Developed for the Knowledge Synthesis 

Pilot. Applicants (n=60 respondents) (A), Research Administrators (n=15 respondents) (B), 

Stage 1 Reviewers (n=40 respondents) (C), and Stage 2 Reviewers (n=17 respondents) (D) of 

the Fall 2013 Knowledge Synthesis competition were surveyed following the completion of their 

respective activities.  Respondents indicated which learning lesson they used for their 

participation in the competition by picking from a list, and further indicated whether they found 

the documentation to be helpful.  

 

Table 33. Representative Comments from Pilot Participants Regarding the Learning Lessons 

Developed for the Knowledge Synthesis Pilot 

Applicants and Research Administrators 

 Would be helpful to many if the lessons were easily accessible (e.g. linked to the funding opportunity or sent as a 
link in an e-mail to the NPI when they start to apply in RNet)  

 Lessons were very introductory and not helpful to some 

 Adding information about attachments (i.e. what to include) would be useful 

 More information required regarding the CV attachments as it was not clear that those who had completed the 
information in the CCV were not required to complete the CV attachments allowed in ResearchNet. 

 Would be helpful to some to provide more examples and description of the timeline at each Stage that are 
relevant to the specific competition 

 Many indicated that repeating printed material is not helpful, and that the lessons progressed too slowly 

 Some found the lessons difficult to understand because they were created for both applicants and reviewers 

Stage 1 Reviewers 

 They were well done  

 Helpful because clarified elements of the review process 

 Lessons should be better advertised  

 The webinars were well done 

 The French lesson linked into the English in the interpretation of the adjudication criteria, and it was not possible 
to find the English version.  The French version was difficult to understand if it is not your first language because 
the language is too nuanced.   

Stage 2 Reviewers 

 They were quite good 

 Make both stages accessible to reviewers in both stages 

 Should include a demonstration of a completed Stage 1 and 2 process 

 They contain "too much information" - summarize the main points only 

 Do some very short video instructions, spoken rapidly (assume we watch these during short breaks in our 
schedule)  

 List the video clips with their durations: e.g. "Finding Stage 1 reviews for your review (0:47)" 

 I think the webinar was best - the videos could have been briefer  

 Webinars were well done  

 Did not know they existed  
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