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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

 This Manual is designed as a Guide for Members of the Collaborative Health Research 
Projects (CHRP) Selection Panel.  It outlines the activities undertaken by the panel members, 
and describes the policies, guidelines and deliverables relevant to each activity.  The overall 
schedule and important dates are summarized for your convenience.  NSERC and CIHR are 
referred to as the Councils throughout the manual. 
 

Section “1” defines Peer Review and the common principles and practices and its 
possible pitfalls.  It also defines the roles and responsibilities of all involved in the review 
process of the CHRP proposals including the panel, and NSERC and CIHR staff.  Section “2” 
provides some general information about the CHRP program.  The evaluation guidelines 
including eligible expenses, the overlap with other sources of funds and the definition of the 
selection criteria for the CHRP program are detailed in section “3”.  The evaluation 
procedures including the assignment of applications to panel members, the selection of 
external referees, the scoring system for the applications, and guidelines on the preparation of 
comments are covered in section “4”. 
 
 Most members of the CHRP panel are appointed from the Canadian academic 
community and are familiar with the mandate of NSERC and CIHR, their structures and 
programs.  For new members appointed from other sectors detailed information on these can 
be found on the NSERC web site (www.nserc.gc.ca) and the CIHR web site 
(www.cihr.gc.ca).  The principles and policies on legal and ethical issues adopted by the 
Councils are covered under Appendix “A”. Guidelines are provided to the panel members on 
the general assessment of contributions to research and training  in Appendix “B”. The 
indicators of excellence and research contributions for research in engineering and the applied 
sciences may be significantly different from those in the natural sciences.   
 
 Although we have tried to cover most topics, many questions are sure to arise.  These 
should be directed to your Program Officers or the Panel Chair, who will be glad to help. 
 
 
Program Officers Lucia Martinez 

Lucia.Martinez@nserc-
crsng.gc.ca  
(613) 947-6374 
 

Sophie Desjardins (CIHR) 
Sophie.Desjardins@cihr-irsc.gc.ca 
 (613) 954-1961 

Panel Chairs Dr. David Young 
dy@dyoungmail.com 
(416) 566-5345 
 
Dr. John Runciman 
jruncima@uoguelph.ca 
Tel:  (519) 824-4120 (53072) 
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1.0 PEER REVIEW – AN OVERVIEW 
 
 
1.1 THE PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES OF PEER REVIEW 
 
Peer review is the principle method for the evaluation of research proposals submitted  
to the Agencies (NSERC, CIHR). This section of the manual will review the various forms of 
peer review used and discuss its desirable characteristics.  The potential pitfalls will be treated 
in section 1.2.   
 
A "peer" is defined as a member of the research community, a research manager or research 
user who is qualified to provide expert advice on some or all aspects of an application for 
support of R&D activities.  Science knows no boundaries, and "peers" are not restricted to 
being Canadian. 
 
The Agencies’ peer review system provides a framework for balanced and equitable peer 
judgements.  This system gives applicants an equal opportunity to state their case and 
provides for consistent and reflective assessment of proposals against published selection 
criteria.   
 
Direct peer evaluation is sought in a number of forms, amongst them: 
 
Through Individuals: Individual researchers are approached to be external referees for 
proposals.  Written comments from carefully selected experts are requested by the Agencies, 
normally for transmission to another peer review body, which will incorporate this advice into 
its assessment process.  This method is used widely across the various grants programs of the 
Agencies, providing a broad base of advice for the grant selection committees and panels. 
 
Through Small Ad Hoc Committees: Complex proposals for research support are subjected 
to detailed scrutiny by an ad hoc committee (e.g., site-visit committee) specifically constituted 
to provide a thorough evaluation of the project.  The recommendation of such a group is used 
as "input" to the broader panel evaluation process or directly to Agency staff and advisors in 
special cases. 
 
Through Standing Selection Committees or Panels: This is the most prevalent mode of peer 
review within the Agencies, and involves full committee/panel discussion on a spectrum of 
proposals in a defined research area.  Funding recommendations are normally made by 
consensus within the context of: 
 

• the program objectives, selection criteria and philosophy; 
 

• applicable guidelines and policy; 
 

• the quality of competing proposals; 
 

• the funding constraints. 
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A single committee or panel will normally have responsibility for a fairly wide jurisdiction in 
terms of research areas/disciplines. 
 
The Agencies’ peer review system, in its multiple forms, operates on the principle of 
voluntary service in which members of the research and research-related community donate 
their time for the overall benefit of R&D.  Financial compensation is available only to those 
who find themselves out-of-pocket (e.g., individuals who own their own consulting firms).  
Voluntary service is considered an important element in protecting the integrity of the peer 
review system in that it cannot be seen to be driven by personal financial gain. 
 
1.1.1. Peer Review in Dissemination of Results 
 
It is important to add that the peer review process relies heavily on another peer review 
system - that employed by the editors of scientific journals who assist in publishing the results 
of researchers.  These publications are often a major indicator of quality R&D activity (See 
Appendix B “Assessment of Contributions to Research and Training ”). 
 
Judgments on the quality, significance, novelty and relevance of the research activities are 
necessarily subjective, hence the need for peer review.  The international research community 
agrees that research results must be subjected to the critical scrutiny of experts in the field to 
be formally published or disseminated, i.e., validated and made available to the broad user 
community.  This in turn provides the credentials needed for obtaining support for further 
research.   
 
1.1.2 Peer Review and Impact of Research Activity 
 
In addition to the validation process of publishing, peer review is employed in assessing the 
extent to which the outcome of the research activity - be it publications or other forms of 
productivity - has had impact on the target community (other researchers and research users).  
In the case of more fundamental research, peer review seeks to identify those investigators 
whose work has changed, in a major way, the thinking and approaches in their research area; 
for more applied research activities, development of new substances, devices and products, 
major innovations in engineering practice, design and process (especially when implemented), 
are the ultimate achievements. 
 
1.2 PITFALLS IN THE PRACTICE OF PEER REVIEW 
 
For all of its strengths and its persistence as the best means of making decisions on the 
deployment of research funding, peer review is not without its pitfalls and its detractors.  
Public challenges to peer review are frequently based on small, but real problems that 
inevitably touch a subjective judgmental evaluation system.  To know the potential pitfalls is 
the first step in protecting the integrity and strengths of the system. 
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1.2.1 Creeping Conservatism 
 
Given the workload, budgetary pressures, as well as the panels' natural unwillingness to cause 
offence, there is a tendency towards excessive caution or "creeping conservatism".  This may 
result in an unwillingness to take risks, an unwillingness to cut or to terminate a grant, or more 
importantly, in a failure to recognize innovation and outstanding potential in a researcher.  
There is also the temptation to fund many smaller or reduced grants at the expense of more 
costly research or where full funding might be justified. There is a perception that risk taking 
is not encouraged and the system promotes safe research.  We have to make sure this is not 
true.  Each selection panel member must analyse his/her own performance. 
 
1.2.2 Canadian Science - Is It Outstanding? 
 
With the "demand" for funds outpacing "supply," the resulting success rates are usually low.  
As a result, each panel member is seeking to identify shortcomings in a proposal, and to find 
reasons to say "no," sometimes resulting in an environment that is hostile to praise of 
scientific and engineering achievements.  A balanced approach must be maintained and the 
outstanding Canadian researchers and projects suitably recognized.  Canada can and does 
produce outstanding researchers and research. 
 
1.2.3 Bias 
 
“School of thought bias” can be based on several things: fundamental vs applied research, 
areas not in the mainstream of the discipline, size or repute of universities, age, personal or 
gender bias.  How often have researchers heard the challenge of bias in peer review systems 
of journals and funding agencies? What is perception and what is more reflective analysis of 
fact? 
 
Members must constantly guard against the possibility of hidden bias influencing the 
decision-making process.  There is one area where the Agencies do find it necessary to 
caution panel members against ingrained "prejudices" - that is any a priori judgment of 
individuals by the size of their university or the size of their research grant.  Good research 
can be carried out at a small university and mediocre research at any size of institution.  The 
Agencies do not differentiate between academic institutions on the basis of size or the 
existence (or lack thereof) of a graduate school.  Likewise, two researchers of comparable 
stature and track record do not receive the same level of funding if they are working in areas 
with significantly different costs of research.  The message is that the size of the research 
grant should not be used as an automatic measure of a researcher's stature in the research 
community. 
 
1.3 THE ROLE OF THE COLLABORATIVE HEALTH RESEARCH PROJECTS 

(CHRP) SELECTION PANEL 
 
The Collaborative Health Research Projects selection panel is appointed by NSERC and 
CIHR to provide funding recommendations within specified policies and budgets of the 
program.  The panel has the full responsibility of making scientific assessments and reviews 
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based on the program selection criteria and in the context of the program objectives as 
outlined in Chapter 2.  Only in situations involving a violation of the Agencies’ guidelines or 
an "unfair" evaluation will a recommendation be overturned. 
 
The panel does not make decisions on matters of applicant eligibility, e.g., an applicant’s 
academic position.  The Agencies depend on panel members’ expert advice for flagging and 
recommending cases for investigation.  Agency staff are responsible for final decisions on 
eligibility. 
 
1.4 SPECIFIC RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
1.4.1 Panel Chair 
 
The "role" of a panel chair carries with it a number of responsibilities; many interactions with 
the Agencies are also an inevitable consequence of the job.  The responsibilities include: 
 

 Having knowledge of the policies affecting the procedures of the Selection Panel; 
 

 overseeing the assignment of internal and additional external reviewers as required; 
 

 maintaining a high quality of peer evaluation.  This includes ensuring the consistency 
and equity of approach during the teleconference calls and the peer review meeting; 

 
 chairing of the peer review meeting;  ensuring the orderly and complete evaluation of 

the applications and the transmission of accurate recommendations to NSERC and 
CIHR.  The process includes ensuring that all important aspects of proposals are 
considered and that a panel consensus is reached for all applications; 
 

 co-ordinating the preparation of comments to the applicants during the peer review 
meeting and ensuring that these comments reflect the full panel consensus and not the 
views of a single member; 
 

 spokesperson for the selection panel in dealings with the Agencies on policy issues, 
new emerging areas of research, particular problem areas, etc.  This includes the 
submission of an annual Report on the CHRP Competition; 
 

 reference source for new panel members, as required. 
 

In addition to the preceding points, a few general comments are in order. 
 
The work of a panel chair, like that of an Agency  staff member, is a delicate balance of 
advocate of, advisor to, and critic of, the Collaborative Health Research Projects selection 
panel.  The panel chair and Agency staff work in concert to assist "the system" to evolve and 
change by monitoring the quality of peer review and development of policy guidelines. 
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1.4.2 Selection Panel Members 
 
Acceptance of a term as a selection panel member brings with it a commitment to participate 
in the evaluation of all applications assigned to the panel within guidelines established by the 
Framework for Tri-Council Review of Institutional Policies Dealing with Integrity in 
Research Agencies and according to the practices of that panel.  The core responsibilities of a 
panel member are: 
 

 attending the annual evaluation meeting; 
 

 participating in the teleconference calls, which involves a policy discussion of the 
evaluation process; 

 
 participation in the NOI relevancy review; 

 
 reading all applications in the exhibit books in preparation for the evaluation meeting; 

 
 providing suggestions for external reviewers, as required; 

 
 providing in-depth evaluations for a subset of applications; 

 
 assessing progress reports and final reports assigned by staff for review; 

 
 completing in detail the "Panel Rating sheet” and the comments to the applicant(s) for 

those applications for which the member is first reviewer.  The comments should 
reflect the full panel consensus; 

 
 responding to staff requests for additional comments after competition week if further 

information is required; 
 

 adhering to the Agencies’ regulations on conflict of interest, communication with 
applicants, and confidentiality; 

 
 suggesting potential panel members for future competitions. 

 
1.4.3 NSERC Program Officer  
 
The main responsibilities of the NSERC Program Officer as a member of the panel are: 
 

 acting as a liaison between the panel and the Agencies; 
 

 advising the panel on the Agencies’ policies, guidelines and procedures;  
 

 assisting the panel chair in preparing for and organising the teleconference call and the 
peer review meeting; 
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 helping ensure, on an ongoing basis, consistency in evaluation of all applications 
assigned to the panel; 

 
 bringing any problem areas or cases to the attention of the panel chair; 

 
 serving as the "panel memory".  The Program Officer brings relevant documentation 

to the attention of the panel to aid it in its deliberations; 
 

 ensuring that panel members complete the "Panel Evaluation Report" and, in 
collaboration with the chair, checking the validity of comments prepared by the panel; 

 
 ensuring that funding recommendations (level and duration) are accurately recorded; 

 
 taking note of any special recommendations or conditions of awards; 

 
 ensuring that the recommended awards conform with the budget allocated and with 

policies and guidelines of the CHRP program; 
 

 transmitting the panel's recommendations (both financial and policy) to the Agencies; 
 

 advising the Agencies on specific problems within the panel’s scientific/engineering 
and health areas;  

 
 ensuring consistency of approach (e.g., use of referees, funding policy) from year to 

year, and documenting changes; 
 

 preparing, in consultation with the panel chair, the Report on the CHRP Competition;  
 

 preparing the panel membership and chair recommendation. 
 

The NSERC Program Officer is a panel member but does not have voting rights on the 
panel.  He/She should not be assigned as an internal reviewer for applications, but is 
encouraged to play an active role in other aspects of the panel work. 
 
1.4.4 NSERC and CIHR Staff 
 
Members of the Collaborative Health Research Projects selection panel may interact with staff 
from all sections of NSERC, and with representatives of CIHR during their tenure on the 
CHRP panel; the vast majority of these interactions will, however, be with the staff of the 
Collaborative Health Research Projects Team. 
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Collaborative Health Research Projects Team 
 

Primary Program contact (NSERC): 
Lucia Martinez 
Program Officer 
(613) 947-6374 

Lucia.Martinez@nserc-crsng.gc.ca  
Fax: (613) 992-5337 

 
Primary Program contact (CIHR): 

Sophie Desjardins 
Deputy Director 
(613) 954-1961 

sophie.desjardins@cihr-irsc.gc.ca  
Fax: (613)-954-1800 

 
 

Support Staff  
 

Helton Ribeiro da Silva 
Program Assistant, NSERC 

Helton.RibeiroDaSilva@nserc-crsng.gc.ca 
(613) 996-9814 
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2.0 COLLABORATIVE HEALTH RESEARCH PROJECTS (CHRP) 
PROGRAM DESCRIPTION 

 
Note: The information presented in this section is available on the NSERC website at 
www.nserc.gc.ca/index.htm 
 
2.1 CONTEXT 
 
In its 1999 budget, the federal government announced the formation of the Canadian Institutes 
of Health Research (CIHR), to begin in 2000. In the same year, NSERC launched three 
programs to assist its grant holder community to prepare itself for the multidisciplinary 
research that would be supported by the CIHR.  One of these initiatives was a special program 
to support research in areas closely related to the mandate of the CIHR, the initiative was 
named the Collaborative Health Research Projects program (CHRP) 
 
In 2001 NSERC renewed this successful program and in 2003, NSERC and the CIHR agreed 
to jointly fund the CHRP program in order to increase the opportunities for collaboration 
between researchers from both communities. 
 
2.2 OBJECTIVES 
 
In the context of improved health for Canadians, the objectives of the Collaborative Health 
Research Projects (CHRP) program are to:  

 translate research results to end users/stakeholders (the mechanism for translation must 
be clearly described); 

 encourage the NSERC and CIHR communities to collaborate and integrate their 
expertise and research activities; 

 advance interdisciplinary research leading to knowledge and technologies useful for 
improving the health of Canadians; 

 
 train highly qualified people in collaborative and interdisciplinary research of relevance 

to health. 
 
2.3 DESCRIPTION 
 
The CHRP program supports focused collaborative research projects involving any field of 
the natural sciences and engineering, and the health sciences. If successful, the projects will 
lead to health benefits for Canadians, more effective health services, or economic 
development in health-related areas. The proposed project may range from fundamental 
knowledge creation to research on knowledge application relevant to industry or public 
policy. Typically, support will be for up to 3-years for defined projects with milestones, a 
beginning, an end and clear decision points.  
 
The participation of two or more independent researchers with complementary expertise is 
required.  Team composition must include expertise in the natural sciences and engineering, 
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and in the health sciences.  New and genuine collaborations between researchers in the natural 
sciences and engineering, and medical researchers, clinicians, social scientists and humanists 
are strongly encouraged. The onus is on the applicant to clearly demonstrate that the 
assembled research team under the leadership of the principal investigator collectively has the 
necessary expertise for successful execution of the project. Co-applicants from other sectors 
(e.g., government and industry) and foreign researchers are welcome to participate, but are 
expected to bring their own resources to the project. While the participation of partners from 
outside the academic sector is not required, applicants are strongly encouraged to form 
linkages with relevant users and stakeholders.  
 
Applicants and co-applicants applying to receive funds must hold eligible appointments at a 
Canadian postsecondary institution and these must take effect no later than April 1 following 
the year of the application.  Principal applicants must be eligible under both NSERC eligibility 
guidelines and CIHR. Co-applicants are eligible if they meet the criteria of either NSERC or 
CIHR eligibility guidelines. 
 
2.4 REVIEW PROCEDURES AND SELECTION CRITERIA 
Peer review of the applications will occur in two distinct phases. 

Phase 1: The notifications of intent will be screened by the CHRP panel against the objectives 
of the CHRP program listed in section 2.2. 

Phase 2: General criteria for assessing full applications are listed below and described in 
detail in section 3.5. 
External reviewers and an interdisciplinary selection panel will evaluate all applications.  The 
onus is on the applicant to address the evaluation criteria explicitly in the proposal.  
 

 Impact and potential for the translation of the results into improved health for Canadians, 
more effective health services and economic development, including a plan for the 
communication of the results to the appropriate users, stakeholders and segments of the 
health care sector. 

 
 Quality of the research project.  

 
 Appropriateness of the Team and Management, including the team’s leadership and the 

integration of team members 
 

 Contributions to training in collaborative research and to providing trainees with an 
understanding of the impact of the research on human health 

 
2.5 APPLICATION PROCEDURES 
 
Note: Continuing research programs on the same topic are not, at present, being identified as 
appropriate for funding. 

Applying to the CHRP program involves two phases and this process is described below. 
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Phase 1: 

A notification of intent must be submitted by May 1.  The notifications of intent will 
be used to screen for fit to the objectives of the CHRP program and to set up the 
appropriate expertise on the peer review panel. 

A limited number of applicants whose projects are determined to best fit the CHRP 
program objectives will be invited to submit complete applications by the deadline 
date of October 1. 

A notification of intent to apply that includes: 

 A cover page including the title of the proposal, the name and contact information 
(full address, e-mail and phone number) of the Principal Investigator (applicant), 
Research subject code(s) and key word(s) that best describe the research proposal; 

 A research summary and an estimate of the annual funding to be requested, 
maximum one (1) page; 

 A list of co-applicant(s) and their institution(s), maximum one (1) page; and 

 A list of external referees. 

 A description of how the proposed research would address the objectives of the 
program, maximum of one (1) page. 

 A list of collaborator(s) and their institution(s). 

Mechanism for reviewing the Notifications of Intent 
During the screening process, the NOI will be evaluated using the program 
objectives and applicant information as the criteria for gauging fit to program, as 
described in the program description.  The process is described in point form 
below. 

 

1. Each NOI is assigned to two panel members for review.  The evaluation of the 
NOIs is done in two steps using the NOI assessment form. 

2. The first step evaluates if the NOI meets all the CHRP criteria and fits all the 
program’s objectives. Panel members can allocate any proportion of YES or 
NO votes. To be retained for the second step of the evaluation, a YES must be 
given for each evaluation criterion and objective.  

3. Comments are given to the applicant to provide feedback for a future 
resubmission of NOI or for submission of a full application.  The applicants 
will receive only the first page of the NOI assessment form. 

4. The panel members will give an overall rank to all the NOIs retained (YES to 
question 2) considering the novel and innovative aspects of the proposed 
research and the fit to CHRP objectives.  The following scale will de used: 
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5. If the proposed project is clearly aligned with the mandate of a single agency, 
the panel members are invited to provide further information on which 
program would be a better fit. 

6. The invitations to submit a full application will be accepted by the Chair and 
previous Chair in collaboration with the members of NSERC and CIHR. 

 
Only full applications, which have been invited, will be considered for funding 
through the CHRP program. 

Phase 2: 

The full application must include the following: 

1) an NSERC Application for a Grant submitted electronically using the Enterprise 
Awards Management System (EAMS). Requests for any equipment must be 
incorporated into the research proposal. Applicants must justify the need and 
urgency for the equipment to effectively conduct the research.  

2) a Curriculum Vitae for the applicant, and for each co-applicant using the Canadian 
Common CV.  

Resubmissions: An applicant who was unsuccessful in one competition may resubmit 
the same or similar application in a subsequent competition.  The applicant, however, 
must include a one (1) page response to any previous committee comments with the 
resubmission. 

Previously successful applicants must include the additional half-page, submitted with 
the notification of intent, describing how this project is novel with respect to team and 
goals (in contrast to earlier projects). 

 
2.6 REPORTING  
 
All recipients of three-year grants in this program must submit a progress report during the 
second year of their grant. The evolution of the interactions with the health community or 
sector during the project must be explained in the progress report. Payment of the third and 
final installment of the grant is contingent upon satisfactory progress. All grantees are advised 
of the requirements for and timing of such reports.  
 
Ninety days following completion of the project, all grantees must submit a final report on the 
project’s achievements with respect to its objectives.  
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3.0 REQUIREMENTS AND EVALUATION GUIDELINES  
 
3.1. NATURE OF THE PROPOSALS SUPPORTED 
 
The Collaborative Health Research Projects (CHRP) program is open to a broad spectrum of 
activities, ranging from investigations whose importance flows from the intellectual structure 
of the discipline to the solution of problems suggested by social and industrial needs.  
 
However, proposals must: 
 

 involve at least two independent investigators; 

 involve teams that have expertise in the natural sciences and engineering and in the 
health sciences; 

 be a defined research project and not a research program;  

 the project must have an interdisciplinary character; 

 lead to health benefits; 

 provide a mechanism for the translation of research results. 

 
3.2. ELIGIBLE EXPENSES  
 
The Agencies fund the direct costs of research.  Administrative costs or indirect costs of 
research are not eligible expenses for this program.  For a complete list of allowable 
expenditures, please refer to the NSERC and CIHR web sites. 
 
CHRP funds may be used to pay the direct costs of research, such as: 
 

 the payment of salaries to graduate and undergraduate students, postdoctoral fellows, 
research associates, technicians, programmers, etc.;  

 
 the purchase of research equipment, materials, supplies and incidentals;  

 
 the maintenance and operation of research equipment, the rental of research 

equipment;  
 

 the costs of computing, statistical and consulting services; 
 

 travel expenses for research-related activities for the grantee(s) and their research 
personnel;  

 
 the costs of publication of research results when such expenditures are essential to 

carry out the proposed research project;  
 

 user fees and other direct costs associated with the research use of facilities; 
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 direct costs related to international exchanges and collaborations. 

 
3.3 EQUIPMENT REQUESTS 
 
Requests for any equipment must be incorporated into the proposal.  Applications must justify 
the need and urgency for the equipment to carry out the project.  
 
The equipment, regardless of cost, should be listed as a line item in the budget of the 
application and must be justified along with other budget items on separate pages.  Requests 
for equipment are eligible for funding provided the equipment is essential for the conduct of 
the project.  The applicant must provide a minimum of two recent quotations for equipment or 
equipment systems costing more than $25,000. 
 
3.3.1 Partial Equipment Recommendations 
 
In evaluating any equipment request, the budget should be examined critically as not all 
equipment items may be justified.  Panels have the flexibility to recommend partial funding of 
equipment requests. Reduced amounts may be recommended for certain items of equipment, 
but revised figures must be based upon recently acquired quotations or a panel member's firm 
knowledge of recent quotations.  Panels should also ensure that, when reduced equipment 
funding is recommended, the recommended equipment is sufficient to accomplish the 
proposed research objectives within the identified time frame. 
 
3.4 OTHER SOURCES OF FUNDS 
 
The possession of other sources of support should not be a reason to deny or limit access to 
CHRP grants unless there is convincing evidence of duplication of funding, or a failure to 
demonstrate fruitful incrementality.  Other sources of support should be viewed as a positive 
indicator of the value of the research project to the research and/or user community.  
However, members must be careful not to equate level of funding with stature and excellence.  
In all cases, discussions about the level of funding should focus on the four evaluation criteria, 
the specific circumstances and the appropriateness of the choices made.  However, there 
comes a point when additional support to a very well funded researcher may no longer be the 
most effective use of funds. 
 
 
 
 
3.4.1 Overlap with Other Sources of Funds 
 
There are various sources of funding available for each discipline.  Other sources of funds 
include other NSERC or CIHR programs, government, industry and private sources.  The 
Agencies do not restrict researchers from obtaining other sources of funding, but do expect 
that there will be no duplication of funding for the same research project. 
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Applicants must provide clear and concise information on the relationship (conceptual and 
budgetary) or lack of relationship of the proposed research to all currently held or applied for 
support.  They must also explain perceived duplication in funding or, if applicable, indicate 
how the CHRP application complements research funded by other sources.  For each grant 
currently held or applied for, applicants must clearly indicate the main objective, a brief 
outline of the methodology, budget details, the support of highly qualified personnel and their 
relationships to the CHRP application.   
 
The onus is on the applicant to describe both the conceptual and budgetary relationships 
(including salaries) of the proposed research to currently held or applied for support (e.g., 
industrial contracts, provincial and federal agency support).  The applicant must provide 
sufficient information to the panel.  If the information provided is inadequate to make this 
assessment, the panel may recommend reduced or no funding. 
 
3.5 EVALUATION CRITERIA FOR FULL APPLICATIONS 
 

 Impact and potential for the translation of the results into improved health for 
Canadians, more effective health services and economic development, including a 
plan for communicating the results to the appropriate users, stakeholders and 
segments of the health care sector. This includes the anticipated impact of the 
proposed research on the health of Canadians, the importance of the proposed health 
issue, demonstrated potential for translation of results and their significance to the 
health care sector, and a plan for translation to relevant target audiences or health care 
segments.  

 Quality of the research project. This includes the originality of the project; 
clarity/scope of objectives; methodology; feasibility.  

 Appropriateness of the team and management, including the team’s leadership 
and the integration of team members. This includes the knowledge, expertise and 
experience of researchers; quality of, or potential for, contributions of the team 
members; complementarity and synergy of the expertise of the team members; 
appropriateness of the management of the project; co-ordination and integration of 
activities; contribution and time-commitment of participants; and clarity of roles and 
responsibilities.  

 Contributions to training in collaborative research and to providing trainees with 
an understanding of the impact of the research on human health. This includes the 
quality and extent of past and potential contributions to collaborative training in the 
health context (e.g., opportunity for trainees to spend time in different laboratories or 
settings), the training environment, and evidence and scope for continued training.  

The committee will also consider the appropriateness and justification for the budget in their 
final recommendations. 
 
3.6 REVIEW OF PROGRESS REPORTS 
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Payment of the third installment of a 3-year CHRP grant is dependent upon demonstration of 
satisfactory progress of the research project. For the purpose of this evaluation, recipients of 
3-year grants are required to submit a brief progress report to NSERC approximately 18 
months after the grant is awarded.  
 
NSERC and CIHR staff assign each progress report to 2 panel members who are responsible 
for reviewing the progress of the project relative to the milestones as described in the original 
proposal and making a recommendation to the Agencies. The panel members then submit 
their comments to NSERC. Based upon these comments, payment of the third installment is 
made in accordance with the following options.   
 

 payment of the third installment as scheduled, with or without comments to the grantee, at 
the discretion of the panel; 

 
 reduction of the scheduled amount, either because the grantee does not need the full level 

of support scheduled or because progress on certain aspects of the research is not 
satisfactory; 

 
 phase-out of the grant because the progress is not satisfactory.  This should only occur 

under unusual circumstances.  It should be recognized that some research projects won’t 
proceed exactly as originally envisioned.  However, the report should clearly demonstrate 
that appropriate steps have been taken to address the problems encountered.  Ultimately, if 
a phase-out is being recommended, NSERC staff will negotiate a terminal installment in 
order to assist in the orderly phase-out of the research personnel employed under the grant 
and the payment of committed expenditures.  CIHR does not contribute to terminal 
installments; 

 
 postponement of the installment release, because an updated report or additional 

information is required for the panel to assess the progress made in the project. 
 
 
4.0 EVALUATION PROCEDURES 
 
4.1 ASSIGNMENT OF APPLICATIONS TO PANEL MEMBERS 
 
Each eligible application will be assigned to three internal reviewers (i.e., panel members). All 
reviewers will have expertise as close as possible to the subject area of the project (conflicts of 
interest being avoided). Members will be asked to identify that they feel qualified to review. 
NSERC and CIHR staff and/or the panel chair make initial assignments of internal reviewers 
after review of the notifications of intent.  
 
Any inappropriate assignments, due to conflicts of interest or other reasons, should be brought 
to NSERC's attention immediately in order to allow sufficient time for reassignment and 
review.  Appendix A - Legal and Ethical Issues provides details on what is considered to be a 
conflict of interest situation. Members in conflict of interest should not be assigned to review 
the application. 
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4.2 HOW TO HANDLE PROPOSALS WHEN PANEL EXPERTISE IS THIN 
 
It is inevitable that the panel will be assigned some proposals in areas where the resident 
expertise is thin or peripheral to the main thrust of the proposal. As well, it is possible that 
conflict of interest regulations create a gap in expertise.   
 
The following procedure is recommended to ensure adequate evaluation of the occasional 
problem case: 
 
 i) When expertise is thin, identify five external referees who can provide in-depth 

coverage of the content of the proposal.  
 
 ii) When there is a gap in expertise, seek comparative written referee 

assessments from at least three individuals who have in-depth knowledge of 
the area.  Pose specific questions to assist the panel in its assessment. 

 
The above procedures should be arranged through the NSERC Program Officer with as much 
advance notice as possible. 
 
4.3 SELECTION OF EXTERNAL REVIEWERS 
 
Each application is sent to three external reviewers who are asked to provide a written 
evaluation of the proposed research on the "Referee Report".  
 
Applicants are required to provide, attached to their applications, the names and complete 
mailing addresses of up to five persons who could evaluate their research proposal.  While it 
is the primary reviewers’ responsibility to suggest names of external reviewers for their 
assigned applications, NSERC staff may contact secondary reviewers for additional names on 
certain applications.  Also, secondary reviewers may choose to suggest names of reviewers 
whose expertise would be specifically beneficial in the review of certain applications.   
 
An NSERC referee data bank will be available for members who request it.  However, it 
should be noted that this should be used as an extra resource and not the sole source in 
selecting reviewers.  Also, recommended external reviewers frequently include one or two 
persons suggested by the applicant, but should not be limited to those suggested.  
 
 
 
 
4.3.1 Guidelines on External Referee Selection 
 
Referees must: 
 

 be of equal or higher scientific stature; 
 

 be from the user sector as well as the university sector; 
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 have the appropriate expertise to comment with confidence; 

 
 have the linguistic skills to review the application. 

 
Referees may be: 
 

 research managers who have active researchers on their staff who could evaluate the 
application; 

 
 from Canada or abroad; 

 
 found among authors cited in the literature review in the application. 

 
Referees should not: 
 

 be from the same university, department or research group as the applicant(s); 
 

 be a former research supervisor or graduate student of the applicant(s); 
 

 have published with the applicant(s) (look at the personal data listing); 
 

 be competing for the same budget (i.e., an applicant to the same panel in the current 
competition); 

 
 be a supporting organization contact of an application in the competition; 

 
 be the author of a letter in support of the application in the competition; 

 
 be in any potential or perceived conflict of interest;  

 
 be cited by the applicant(s) to be in potential conflict (such requests are respected by 

NSERC provided this does not prevent adequate evaluation of the submission); 
 

 be assigned more than 3 proposals for review. 
 
 
 
4.4 EVALUATION PROCESS 
 
Members are responsible for the thorough review of the applications assigned to them.  
Members are also encouraged to read the other applications (except in cases of conflict) in 
preparation for the peer review meeting. Panel members will receive external referee reports 
to assist in the comparative evaluation of the proposals assigned to them.   
 
4.4.1 Integrating External Referee Reports in the Review Process 
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Comments of external reviewers should not be taken at face value and should be carefully 
scrutinized before acceptance or rejection.  Care should be exercised when the relationship 
between the applicant(s) and the reviewer is less than arm's length, or if it is suspected that the 
reviewer may have a reason for being overly harsh (close competitor or different school of 
thought) or lenient (reviewers who come from a system where anything less than an "A 
rating" is cause for rejection).  External reviews should not, however, be discounted simply 
because panels think that an external reviewer has a relationship with the applicant but lack 
hard evidence to support this.  In such cases, members should focus on the content and 
credibility of the external reviewer's report rather than on the nature of the supposed 
relationship between the reviewer and the applicant.  
 
4.4.2 Scores for the Applications 
 
Deliverable: Panel members will forward to NSERC (by e-mail or fax), one week ahead of 
the peer review meeting, the scores and funding recommendation (full or partial) for the 
proposals assigned to them. When recommending a funding level please refer to section 4.4.3, 
funding recommendations. 
 
Each application is rated on a 5-point scale with one decimal value allowed. Panel members 
are encouraged to use the full range of the rating scale for their set of applications.  
 

Rating Scale.  The CIHR rating scale will be used  
 

 Range Range Descriptors 

4.5 - 4.9 outstanding 

4.0 - 4.4 excellent 

MAY BE FUNDED –  
WILL BE DISCUSSED BY 
THE COMMITTEE  

3.5 - 3.9 very good 

3.0 - 3.4 acceptable, but low priority 

2.5 - 2.9 needs revision 

2.0 - 2.4 needs major revision 

1.0 - 1.9 seriously flawed 

 
NOT FUNDABLE – MAY 
OR  
MAY NOT BE DISCUSSED 
BY THE COMMITTEE  

0.0 – 0.9 rejected 

 
 
Use the rating scale provided to assign an overall score on the application. 
 
4.4.3 The Peer Review Meeting Deliberations 
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At the peer review meeting, the panel will discuss and finalize the scores and funding 
recommendation for each proposal.  The selection panel will rate and rank all the applications 
and provide NSERC with a final prioritized listing.  Selection committees must ensure that all 
applications receive a full and detailed evaluation regardless of the official language of 
presentation. In accordance with its active offer of bilingual service to the public, upon 
request, NSERC will provide the service of simultaneous translation for the CHRP selection 
panel during the meeting.  Panel members who wish to make use of this service should 
advise NSERC well in advance of the meeting to allow for the preparations. 
 
Funding recommendations: To be eligible for funding, an application must receive a high 
overall ranking: e.g., an outstanding researcher submitting an excellent proposal on a project 
that is judged to have a "questionable" potential for translation of the results into improved 
health for Canadians should not be recommended.  Similarly, a proposal of marginal scientific 
merit should be turned down, even if the applicant(s) has successfully attracted the 
participation and support of the appropriate segments of the health care sector. 
 
If a project is eligible for funding and the amount granted is less than the amount requested, 
the panel should specify in its evaluation report/comments the budget items or sub-projects 
that have been reduced or eliminated and provide the reasons why this has been done.  
 
4.4.4 Review of Applications Submitted by Panel Members  
 
Applications submitted by a panel member must be reviewed after the assessments of all other 
applications have been completed.  The panel member/applicant must not be present at the 
time of the review and the scores for that application must be concealed from him/her.  
 
4.4.5 Comments Prepared During the Peer Review Meeting  
 
Panel members are expected to read all applications prior to the meeting and should prepare 
preliminary comments on the Panel Rating Sheet for all those applications assigned to them as 
primary and secondary reviewers.  The final version of the comments must reflect the 
comments of the entire committee. 
 
The primary reviewer is responsible for drafting the final comment.  However, it can only be 
completed after the panel discussion of the application and when a consensus is reached.   
 
 
Time permitting, NSERC staff will have them typed and returned during the meetings for 
approval.   
 
The Chair, in conjunction with the Program Officer, is responsible for ensuring that the 
comments represent the panel consensus and are ready to be released to the applicants.  This is 
usually done at the end of the panel meetings.  The Chair should initial the final versions. The 
information on these forms will be transferred onto a Message to Applicant form that will be 
sent to the applicant along with the letters of decision. 
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4.4.5.1 Guidelines on the Preparation of Comments 
 
The comments should: 
 
• reflect the panel's discussion of the Evaluation Criteria (Section 3.5); 
• address any apparent discrepancy between the panel recommendation and the External 

Referee Reports in order to provide a clear understanding of the panel’s evaluation; 
• outline the conditions of award, if any; 
• indicate partial equipment recommendations if any; 
• give reasons (justify) for any reductions in the budget recommendations. 
 
The panel is encouraged to provide constructive, specific and helpful comments/criticisms to 
applicants where possible.  Such comments are of vital importance to researchers providing 
them with the rationale for the panel decision and the feedback necessary to improve future 
applications and/or their research projects.  Panels should provide comments primarily on 
those aspects of a proposal that were important in arriving at the panel's recommendation.  
Both strengths and weaknesses are appropriate for comment. The comments should also 
address any apparent discrepancy between the panel recommendation and the referee reports 
in order to provide a clear understanding of the panel evaluation.  If at all possible, the panel 
should write the comments in the applicants' preferred language.   
 
Panel members should be aware that written opinions and comments on applications to the 
Agencies are accessible to the applicant under the federal Privacy Act.  The same law protects 
the names of those who provide written reviews of certain federal grant proposals.  This 
enables Agency staff to remove the author's name and affiliation from comments before 
sending them to applicants. 
 
The following are examples of problems sometimes encountered in comments prepared by 
panels: 
 

• lack of clarity, e.g., it is not clear what message the panel is trying to convey; 
• failure to address the program selection criteria used in the evaluation; 
• lack of sufficient detail or message too general to be of use, e.g., “applicant did not 

rate as highly as others in the competition”; 
• abusive or belittling language; 
• eligibility messages, e.g., “we did not recommend funding because the applicant 

should not be eligible” (Note: this is an NSERC role, not that of a panel); 
• messages counter to the agencies’ policies. 

 
4.4.6 Policy Meeting 
 
The panel will hold a policy meeting following their deliberations and funding 
recommendations.  The policy meeting generally includes a discussion of the quality of 
applications, improvements to the review process, competition logistics, funding pressures, 
hotel accommodations, the Agencies administrative services, policies, etc. 
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4.5 CONFIDENTIALITY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
All funding recommendations are subject to approval by NSERC and CIHR, and may be 
changed for reasons of budget, administrative error or lack of full adherence to policies of the 
Agencies. 
 
Details of the discussion on a specific applicant are confidential and must not be 
divulged to others. Release of such information to the applicant must be done through 
the Agencies. 
 
Under no circumstances should members divulge recommendations emanating from the 
competition. NSERC and CIHR will announce the decisions following approval by both 
Agencies.  
 
4.6 REPORTING OF SUCCESS STORIES 
 
The Agencies consider it important to highlight the impacts and contributions made through 
its programs.  The nature of the research supported by CHRP makes it amenable to this type 
of reporting.  Success stories arising from CIHR and NSERC-funded research in Canadian 
universities provide the Agencies with an effective means to communicate to the general 
public, members of parliament, senior government officials, industry, etc., in lay terms, about 
the important contributions that university research is making to our health care development 
and progress.  
 
The panel is asked to identify individuals and/or projects that appear to be potential success 
stories with significant impact.  Examples submitted by the panel may be used for 
communiqués, briefing notes to ministers and other publicity material.  
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

LEGAL AND ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 

  



 
LEGAL AND ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 

 
Please note that while the contents herein refer to NSERC, the concepts are applicable to both 
NSERC and the CIHR. For further information please refer to the “Framework for Tri-Council 
Review of Institutional Policies Dealing with Integrity in Research” located at 
http://www.nserc.gc.ca/sf_e.asp?nav=sfnav&lbi=p9 . 
 
CANADIAN ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT ACT 
 
 NSERC has adopted an environmental assessment (EA) policy and review process to ensure that 
all NSERC-funded research adheres to both the letter and the spirit of the Canadian Environmental 
Assessment Act (CEAA).  Potential environmental impacts of proposals are assessed by NSERC EA 
Officers in parallel with the peer review process. 
 
 Applicants must complete an environmental impact statement and an EA “pre-screening” 
(Appendices A and B of Form 101) if they propose work that: (a) is conducted outside an office or 
laboratory; or (b) involves the construction, operation, modification, decommissioning, abandonment, or 
other activity in relation to a built structure that has a fixed location and is not intended to be moved 
frequently.  The information in the Appendices A and B allows NSERC EA Officers to determine 
whether or not the proposal is subject to an Environmental Assessment Screening under the CEAA. 
 
 It is possible that applicants will submit proposals that might have a negative impact on the 
environment, but are not subject to the CEAA.  In such instances, applicants will be required to complete 
an Environmental Assessment Screening under NSERC’s Policy and Environmental Assessment. 
 
 In some instances, the NSERC EA Officers may contact experts in various relevant fields to 
comment on the appropriateness of proposed methodologies, mitigation measures, etc. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY OF APPLICATION MATERIAL 
 
 When you were appointed to the committee or panel, you were asked to read and sign the  
Conflict of Interest, Confidentiality and Non-Disclosure Declaration for Members of NSERC Selection 
Committees or Panels (Form 251) describing NSERC’s expectations and requirements. 
 
 All application material (exhibit books, printouts, notes, financial summaries, referee reports) is 
provided to committee members in strict confidence and must be used for review purposes only.  Such 
material should be kept in a secure place that is not accessible to colleagues or students. 
 
 You should leave your competition material (except your personal notes) at the competition 
centre for disposal by NSERC.  If NSERC requires your assistance to clarify details for particular cases 
after the competition (e.g., for an appeal case), you will be provided with new copies of relevant material.  
The material that you still possess after the end of your term on a committee or panel (e.g., your personal 
notes on applications you reviewed) must be destroyed by a secure process (e.g., by deleting electronic 
data files, or by shredding or burning paper, or arranging for their return to NSERC.) 
 
COMMUNICATION WITH APPLICANTS 
 
 You must NOT enter into direct communication with applicants to obtain additional information 
on their proposals.  If you require further information, contact the Program Officer. Refer all enquiries 
from applicants to NSERC; staff will act as liaison between the selection committee or panel and the 

  



applicants. 
 

CODE OF ETHICS AND BUSINESS CONDUCT 
 
 Council has adopted a Code of Ethics and Business Conduct for members of NSERC Standing 
and Advisory Committees and a Statement on Ethics for NSERC Selection Committees and Panels.  These 
documents were designed to enhance public confidence in the integrity, objectivity, and impartiality of its 
committee members.  They require individuals on Council’s standing and selection committees and 
panels to practise ethical behaviour and to disclose real, potential or apparent conflicts of interest, and to 
abide by any compliance measures that the President or his delegate determines as required.  The Code of 
Ethics and Business Conduct for members of NSERC Standing and Advisory Committees is located at: 
www.nserc.ca/commit/code_e.htm and the Statement on Ethics for NSERC Selection Committees and 
Panels is reproduced at the end of this chapter. 
 
 Council By-Law II states that when a committee or panel of the Council assesses a specific 
application for an award, members who are directly or indirectly associated with the application must 
disclose their interest and follow guidelines adopted by the Council regarding conflicts of interest.  
Members of any committee or panel of the Council who stand to gain or lose financially either in their 
personal capacity or by virtue of being an officer of any legal entity affected by a policy or financial 
decision of Council must disclose their interest. 

 
 

GUIDELINES ON CONFLICT OF INTEREST 
 
 The following compliance measures have been in use by NSERC committees and panels for 
several years.  These measures do not necessarily respond to all possible situations, and Council relies on 
the judgement of the committee members in developing measures that resolve real, potential, or apparent 
conflicts of interest in the public interest. 
 
I. Standing Committees of Council 
 
 These are basically policy-making committees.  Should a conflict of interest arise, the member 
concerned must declare such conflict and the committee will decide on whether or not that member may 
participate in the discussion and voting. 
 
 However, when a standing committee acts as a selection committee, any member in a conflict of 
interest must disclose the conflict in advance.  The committee should then follow appropriate compliance 
measures (see below for examples of current practices).  If a member who has to withdraw from 
discussion is the only member of the committee with expertise in the area under review, the committee 
may consult other experts. 
 
II. Selection Committees and Panels (Grants and Senior Fellowships) 
 Collaborative Health Research Projects Program
 

• When a member is the applicant, co-applicant, collaborator or co-signer, or is from the same 
University faculty, hospital, company or department; or belongs to the same research unit as the 
applicant; or 

• When there is an administrative or family link between the member and the applicant      
(e.g., head of the department, dean of the faculty, etc.); or  

• When an industrial or government representative is directly involved in collaborative 
activities with the applicant; or  

  



• When the member is uncomfortable with reviewing the applicant’s proposal due to previous 
conflicts or any other reason; or  

• When NSERC staff have reason to believe that a specific member should not be involved in 
the review: 
 the member must not be assigned the application for review; 
 the member must leave the room before discussion of the application without 

commenting. 
 
B. Large Group or Large Equipment Grants

 
 For large group proposals or large equipment requests involving several departments in several 
universities, a member from the same institution as one or several of the co-applicants may be allowed to 
participate in the discussion and vote, even if one or several co-applicants are from the member’s 
university.  The process to be used in such cases is the following: 
 
 Well before the meeting, NSERC staff will attempt to identify potential conflicts of interest to 
avoid placing members in an uncomfortable position; at the beginning of a session, the Chair will read the 
list of identified conflicts and also will ask each member in turn to declare any other relationship to a 
proposal (positive or negative).  If the Chair believes that a member should not participate in the review, 
that member should withdraw from discussion and voting.  
 
 When the committee or panel (or the Chair) has difficulty dealing with a particular situation, it 
should be brought to the attention of NSERC staff who are responsible for making the final decision on 
compliance measures. 
 
III. Scholarships and Fellowships Selection Committees (Graduate and Postdoctoral Level) 
 
 If a student applying for an award is under the direct supervision of a committee member, the 
member should leave the room and abstain from discussion and voting; if the student is from the 
member’s department, the member may remain in the room but should not participate in the discussion 
and voting.  
 
 When the guidelines do not clearly describe a situation, or when the committee (or the Chair) has 
difficulty dealing with a particular situation, it should be brought to the attention of NSERC staff who are 
responsible for make the final decision on compliance measures. 
 
IV. Investors in Participating Companies 
 
 When a committee member is an investor in a company that is a partner in or contributor to a 
project or program being considered for an NSERC grant, the member should disclose this information to 
NSERC staff and not participate in the review of the application. 
 
PRIVACY ACT 
 
 Based on the Privacy Act, personal information provided to NSERC by applicants must be used 
only for the purpose of assessing NSERC applications and making funding decisions. Please remember 
that the use or disclosure of this information for any other purpose is illegal. 
 
 NSERC must collect personal information directly from the individual to whom it relates. We 
may collect it from other sources, such as external reviewers, only as part of the formal peer review 
process.  For this reason, GSCs must not use or consider information about an applicant that has been 

  



obtained in any other way, for example, by a GSC member by virtue of his/her involvement in non-
NSERC activities. 
 
 Applicants have a right to access information about themselves in NSERC files, including, for 
example, the full texts of referee or site visit reports.  The Act allows NSERC to edit a reviewer’s name 
from a review before disclosing it to the applicant; however, lists of committee members are published 
regularly by the Council, and the identities of site visit members are known to applicants. 
 
 It is important for committee members to adhere strictly to the guidelines set out in the Conflict of 
Interest, Confidentiality and Non-Disclosure Declaration (reproduced at the end of this chapter). 
 
HUMAN RIGHTS ACT 
 
 The activities of NSERC are subject to the Human Rights Act.  The purpose of the Act is to give 
effect to the principle that every individual should have equal opportunity with other individuals to make 
for himself or herself the life that he or she is able and wishes to have, consistent with his or her duties 
and obligations as a member of society, without being hindered or prevented from doing so by 
discriminatory practices. 
 
 For all purposes of the Act, race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, age, sex, marital 
status, family status, disability and conviction for an offence for which a pardon has been granted are 
prohibited grounds of discrimination.  Where the ground of discrimination is pregnancy or childbirth, the 
discrimination is deemed to be on the ground of sex. 
 
 It is a discriminatory practice to deny a service to an individual or to differentiate adversely in 
relation to any individual in the provision of that service. 
 
OFFICIAL LANGUAGES 
 
 NSERC, like all other federal institutions, has a key role to play in the implementation of the 
Official Languages Act.  NSERC has an obligation to ensure that: 
 

• The public can communicate with and receive services from the agency in either official 
language; and 

• The work environment can accommodate and is conducive to the effective use of both 
official languages by its employees and Council members. 

 
 Council ensures that its committees or panels and staff are fully aware of their obligations and 
rights regarding official languages by providing documentation on Official Languages to employees and 
Council members and by including relevant guidelines in the instructions to selection committees and 
panels. 
 
 In accordance with its active offer of bilingual service to the public, NSERC will try to appoint 
more experts with the appropriate language capabilities to serve on committees or panels.  Selection 
committees or panels visiting francophone researchers must ensure that meetings can be conducted in 
French.  If required, an NSERC staff member will accompany those visiting teams which foresee 
difficulties in this regard. 
 
 Selection committees and panels must ensure that all applications receive a full and detailed 
evaluation regardless of the official language of presentation.  On occasion this may entail consultation 
with NSERC staff to identify committee members or external referees with adequate linguistic capability. 

  



 
 In accordance with its active offer of bilingual service to the public, upon request, NSERC will 
provide the service of simultaneous translation for the selection committees or panels during competition 
meetings.  Committee members who wish to make use of this service should advise NSERC well in 
advance of the meeting to allow for the preparations. 
 
ETHICAL AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
 
 NSERC requires that researchers adhere to a number of policies and regulations governing 
research in particular areas: 
 

• Research requiring the use of animals; 
• Research involving human subjects 
• Human pluripotent stem cells; 
• Research involving biohazards; 
• Research involving radioactive materials; 
• Research that potentially has an effect on the environment 

 
 These regulations are described in the section “Requirements for Certain Types of Research” in 
the NSERC Program Guide for Professors and are available on the NSERC Web site at: 
www.nserc.ca/guide/p7_e.htm. 
 
 It is the responsibility of NSERC staff with the support of administrators from research 
institutions to ensure that the researchers adhere to these guidelines.  However, selection committees or 
panels must alert NSERC to any potential ethical concerns or problems that are observed in site visits or 
during the evaluation process.  Here are some examples: 
 

• Inadequate sensitivity to the potential concerns of human subjects, and/or inadequate 
provisions for the participation of human subjects in experiments, as required by the Tri-
Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans; 

• Use of animals in experiments where the significance of the proposed research does not 
appear to justify either the use of animal subjects or the proposed experimental protocol; 

• Inadequate training of graduate students in the handling of hazardous chemicals or biological 
substances; 

• Potentially harmful effects on the environment or an inaccurate or incomplete assessment of 
these effects (whether or not they have been described in Appendix A, Form 101). 

 
 If a committee or panel raises serious ethical concerns, they should be discussed immediately 
with NSERC staff to determine if there is a means of resolving any apparent problems quickly or if the 
release of any grant funds should be delayed pending resolution of the problem. 
 
POLICY ON INTEGRITY 
 
 The three federal granting agencies have defined their policies with respect to scientific integrity 
in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Integrity in Research and Scholarship located on the NSERC Web 
site at: www.nserc.ca/guide/p9_e.htm.  A researcher’s signature on an application to NSERC commits the 
applicant to a number of principles including compliance with the integrity policy. 
 
 NSERC expects the highest standards of integrity in the research and scholarship that it funds.  
Should committee members identify what appears to be a lack of scientific integrity during the evaluation 
process, they should discuss any such concerns with the Program Officer or senior NSERC staff at the 

  



earliest opportunity.  Examples of problems include: 
 

• Any indication of falsification or fabrication of data, or of plagiarism; 
• Inaccurate or missing information on the application form (e.g., inaccurate status of 

publications listed in personal data forms); 
• Lack of appropriate control/monitoring within the university itself; 
• Undue restriction on the dissemination of research supported by federal funds, especially if it 

appears to be influencing in a negative fashion the career opportunities of the graduate 
students. 

 
 NSERC will refer any allegations to the appropriate university for investigation.  Such allegations 
should not be a consideration during the peer review process, nor should they be part of the committee or 
panel’s evaluation discussions. 
 
 NSERC will decide on an appropriate course of action once it has received a report from the 
university.  Cases may be referred to Council’s Committee on Professional and Scientific Integrity for 
advice. 
 
 The policy on integrity also covers integrity in the peer review process.  Members of selection 
committees or panels should abide by the principle of not using information, concepts or data obtained 
through access to confidential applications for funds for research without prior permission of the author.  
Any breach of confidentiality of this nature will be investigated and may result in the imposition of 
sanctions. 
 
PROCEDURES FOR COMMITTEE MEMBERS UNDER INVESTIGATION 
 
 Members of an NSERC committee or panel who find themselves in the position of having to 
respond to formal allegations of financial or professional impropriety will not participate in the work of 
the committee or panel while an investigation is under way. 
 

  



STATEMENT ON ETHICS FOR 
NSERC SELECTION COMMITTEES AND PANELS 

 
NSERC must meet the highest ethical standards in all that it does in order to continue to merit the trust 
and confidence of the research community, the government, and the public at large.  The members of 
NSERC selection committees and panels must meet very high standards of ethical behaviour in their task, 
and must be seen to do so in order to honour and enhance public confidence in the Council’s ability to act 
in the public interest and for the long-term public good. Where a conflict arises between private and 
public interests, members will be expected to take whatever measures are necessary to ensure that public 
interests are protected. 
 
The members of NSERC selection committees and panels are appointed as individuals; they are not the 
advocates or representatives of their disciplines nor are they the delegates of any organisation.  Their duty 
is to make the best possible objective decisions on the investment of a fixed sum of scarce public funds in 
basic research, based on the merits of the cases made to them. 
 
Conflict of Interest  
 
Because of the technical content of the issues they must address, the selection committees and panels 
must have members who have current knowledge of the issues in research.  However, the activities which 
maintain that current knowledge could put individual members in situations of real, potential, or apparent 
conflict between their private interests and their public duties as committee or panel members.  If that 
should happen, there shall be full and open disclosure and the committee or panel as a whole shall take 
whatever measures are required to ensure ethical behaviour and to preserve the appearance of ethical 
behaviour. 
 
NSERC recognizes that the potential for conflict of interest will always exist when expertise and current 
knowledge are required to judge among competing proposals in research.  To attempt to devise rules 
which would eliminate all potential for conflict of interest would be to risk reducing vision and expert 
judgement to a bureaucratic exercise.  The challenge is to recognize that conflict is always possible, and 
to be ready to manage it so that the ultimate outcome is in the public interest. 
 
Disclosure and Compliance Measures 
 
NSERC recognizes that the first guardian of ethical behaviour in the event of a conflict of interest is the 
individual committee member involved.  The second guardian is the committee as a whole.  Rules of 
disclosure and procedure can assist members to meet their obligations, but only if they choose to invoke 
them and to follow them both to the letter and in the spirit in which they were formulated.  Members must 
openly disclose any real, potential, or apparent conflict of interest.  The committee will then discuss with 
the Chair what measures, if any, are required to ensure that the public interest is protected.  The Chair 
may seek guidance from NSERC staff before coming to a conclusion.   
 
Disclosures and compliance measures will be documented and retained for the record.  However, given 
their particularly sensitive mission, the selection committees and panels might consider these rules as only 
minimally adequate for their purposes, and may choose to add to them. 
 
Confidentiality and Non-Disclosure 
 
Documentation provided by NSERC to members of selection committees or panels may contain personal 
information and confidential technical information.  It is subject therefore to the Access to Information 
Act, the Privacy Act, the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Integrity in Research and Scholarship, and other 

  



federal information policies and regulations.  (Information on these policies and regulations is available 
upon request.)  Documentation must be treated as strictly confidential.  Committee and panel 
deliberations are confidential.  Peer review documentation provided to committee members must be used 
by the appointed committee members only for the purpose for which it was originally collected.  It must 
not be used for any other purpose or discussed with or disclosed to non-committee members. 

 
NSERC recognizes, of course, that the ultimate guarantee of the integrity of the peer review process is the 
integrity of the individuals appointed as members of the selection committees and panels. 
 
Upon appointment, all members are required to indicate in writing that they understand and accept 
NSERC’s requirements concerning conflicts of interest, confidentiality and non-disclosure (Form 251). 
 
 
 

  



CONFLICT OF INTEREST, CONFIDENTIALITY AND 
NON-DISCLOSURE DECLARATION FOR 

MEMBERS OF NSERC SELECTION COMMITTEES OR PANELS 
 

Conflict of Interest 
 
Upon appointment to the Committee or panel, I have read and understood the Statement on Ethics and the 
relevant section(s) of the Peer Review Manual on the conflicts of interest.  I agree to abide by their 
provisions, including the requirement for disclosure of any conflict of interest and the observance of 
compliance measures.  I understand that refusal to abide by these provisions may result in appropriate 
sanctions being taken by NSERC. 
 
Confidentiality and Non-Disclosure 
 
Documentation provided by NSERC to members of selection committees and panels may contain 
personal information and confidential technical information.  It is subject therefore to the Access to 
Information Act and the Privacy Act, www.nserc.ca/guide/p1_e.htm , the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 
Integrity in Research and Scholarship, www.nserc.ca/guide/p9_e.htm, and the Government Security 
Policy, www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/pubs_pol/gospubs/TBM_12a/gsp-psg_e.html.  Documentation must be treated 
as strictly confidential.  To assist NSERC in meeting its obligations, you are asked to read the following 
instructions and to sign below to attest that you are aware of the importance of confidentiality and that 
you agree to comply.  It is mandatory that you return this form at your earliest convenience to: 
Cecilia Davis, Secretariat Officer, NSERC, 350 ALBERT ST, OTTAWA, ON  K1A 1H5. 
 
1) Peer review documentation provided to committee members must be used by the appointed 

committee members only for the purpose for which it was originally collected, i.e., assessing NSERC 
applications and making funding decisions.  It must not be used for any other purpose or discussed 
with or disclosed to non-committee members. 

 
2) Committee members must ensure that NSERC documents in their possession are stored in a secure 

manner to prevent unauthorized access.  They must be transmitted using secure techniques and when 
they are no longer required, they must be destroyed in a secure manner, e.g., by deleting electronic 
data files, or by shredding or burning paper, or arranging for their return to NSERC. 

 
3) Peer review deliberations are confidential.  Comments made by individual committee members 

during the meetings and during the ranking of applications must never be discussed or disclosed.  In 
programs where consensus committee or panel comments on specific applications are recorded, 
NSERC staff will provide such comments to the applicant(s).  Until competition results are 
announced officially, they must remain confidential.  The President must approve the 
recommendations of selection committees or panels before the names of successful applicants and 
details of awards are released to the public.  The names of applicants whose applications were not 
recommended for support or who were declared ineligible are never made public by NSERC and 
must not be divulged by committee members. 

 
4) Enquiries received by committee members from applicants about the review of their applications 

must be referred to NSERC staff.  There must be no direct communication between applicants and 
committee members on matters arising out of peer review. 

 

  



I have read the above instructions on the need for confidentiality with respect to NSERC information and 
committee or panel deliberations and the requirement for secure management of all information entrusted 
to me by NSERC.  I understand that breaches of confidentiality are subject to investigation, to the 
imposition of sanctions by NSERC, and that the person about whom the information relates may seek 
civil remedy against me for breach of confidentiality.   I agree to take personal responsibility for 
complying with these requirements. 
 

 
Name (please print) 

 

 Signature 

Program  Committee or Panel Name 

 

  Date 

 
 
Form 251 (March 2003) 

  
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 

POLICY AND GUIDELINES ON THE ASSESSMENT OF CONTRIBUTIONS TO 
RESEARCH AND TRAINING 



            

 
DISSEMINATION OF RESULTS 

 
Research is not complete until its results are validated and openly transmitted to an appropriate 
target audience.  Reviewers should consider each contribution on its own merit - i.e. its quality 
and potential significance - and the extent to which the selected journal, or other vehicle of 
publication or dissemination, was appropriate. 
 
In Collaborative Health Research Projects, importance is placed the translation of research 
results to the user sector.  As such, the most effective means for the dissemination of research 
results may vary and will include journal publications, patents, conference and workshop 
participation/presentations, communications, reports, training of research personnel, etc.  Panel 
members should look at the whole picture in assessing research contributions and should not 
limit their review to a study of the applicant's journal publication history. 
 
For many disciplines, the most common and effective means of dissemination of results is 
through the publication of articles in high-quality refereed journals.  The dissemination of results 
must, however, be assessed with discretion and good judgement as there are valid reasons for 
exceptions.  The onus is on the researcher to select the most appropriate vehicle to ensure the 
maximum impact on the field.  The notes in this chapter clarify the Councils position on some of 
the more important issues pertaining to the publication of research results. 
 
ASSESSMENT OF QUALITY 
 
The ultimate test of quality of any publication or research contribution is in its significance and 
use by others in the research and research-user communities, i.e. the extent to which it influences 
the direction of thought and further activity in the target community.  Evaluation of this is 
subjective, but is the central element of peer review.  Applicants are asked to indicate their most 
important recent publications on the personal data form and often provide copies of pre-prints 
with the application itself.  Effective evaluation requires that the major reviewers read a 
representative selection of the research papers. 
 
Strategic selection panels must not rely on numbers of publications in their assessment of 
productivity and must not create or use lists of premier or prestigious journals (or otherwise) in 
assessment of quality.  The stringency of refereeing procedures of a journal is an appropriate 
consideration, but care must be taken to ensure that knowledge of a journal's refereeing 
standards is up-to-date.  The quality of the publication's content is the determining factor.  The 
Councils encourage publication of full papers reporting major components of a research program 
and is concerned about the increasing tendency to publish multiple short communications of 
partial research results. 
 
CANADIAN JOURNALS 
 
The selection of appropriate vehicles for the dissemination of research results  is  left  to  the  
discretion of the grantee.  For many disciplines, Canadian journals offer appropriate 
vehicles for the publication of research results, and it is for this reason that the Councils 
encourage their use.  At the same time, by publishing their results in a diversity of journals, 
researchers demonstrate acceptance of their work by more than a single editorial board. 
 
 



            

Many journals published in Canada are read widely and are recognized for their critical 
reviewing standards.  They are appraised and ranked annually by the Institute for Scientific 
Information, in Philadelphia, according to citation and impact factors, and they are under the 
continuous scrutiny of the new National Advisory Board on Scientific Publications, which 
reports to both the National Research Council and NSERC. 
 
OTHER FORMS OF PUBLICATION 
 
There are many kinds of valid publications (see NSERC Personal Data Form 100, and the 
"Guidelines for the Review of Applications in Engineering and the Applied Sciences," Appendix 
6, Researcher's Guide).  Kinds and patterns of publication vary both between and within 
disciplines and areas of research. 
 
Panels are advised to evaluate the quality and impact of such contributions and not to regard 
them as "second class" or "grey literature."  Consideration should be given to the following: 
 

 Monographs (specialized scientific books) constitute an acceptable form of publication.  
Monographs may be individual works or components of irregular serial publications; they are 
commonly rigorously refereed and edited, and internationally recognized. 

 
 In some disciplines, such as the more descriptive natural sciences, grantees commonly 

produce fewer, larger publications, many of which exceed the limits for journal articles.  
These may appear in memoirs or special papers, many of which again are subject to peer 
review and editing of a standard comparable to that of the best journals.  Like many 
monographs, these special publications commonly form elements of a society's irregular 
publication series and are widely (internationally) distributed and consulted. 

 
 Timely review articles play an important role in disseminating scientific knowledge.  Some 

high-quality refereed journals are devoted to such articles.  Review articles also may appear 
in peer-reviewed and well-edited special papers or conference proceedings.  The place and 
value of such articles should be fairly assessed and recognized when they represent truly 
critical reviews which are a valuable addition to the field of research rather than an 
assemblage of parts of previous publications. 

 
 Conference (symposium) proceedings and abstracts vary in the degree of originality of the 

contributions and the quality of refereeing and editing.  Some organizations quite deliberately 
do not seek to publish their conference proceedings.  In terms of published volumes of 
proceedings, probably the most important conferences are those which are well structured 
and rely largely or wholly on invited papers dealing with pre-assigned topics.  Contributors 
are informed well in advance of the conference of plans to publish the proceedings and are 
given specific instructions for preparation of their manuscripts.  Such conferences commonly 
result in well-reviewed, well-edited compendia of the modern state of knowledge on subjects 
of wide interest.  The contributions may be highly original and the resulting volume of 
lasting value. 

 



            

 Government publications, similarly, require particularly careful evaluation because they are 
highly variable in originality, in the rigour of reviewing and editing, and in the extent of their 
distribution.  Some government organizations are sufficiently large and publish enough to (a) 
have an adequate professional staff to ensure high-quality refereeing; (b) employ external 
reviewers when necessary; (c) have a skilled editorial staff; and (d) have a level of 
international distribution of their publications comparable to that of some first-rate refereed 
journals. 

 
 Documented industrial contributions and contributions to engineering practice are 

important indicators of research quality and its impact on the target community in 
engineering and the applied sciences.  Their assessment is difficult, requiring disclosure to 
the review panel of the nature of the contribution, and a defence by the applicant of its 
novelty and innovation (not the simple provision of a service).  Significant contributions to 
innovative engineering design and technology must be recognized by the peer system for 
their research content.  (See the Guidelines for the Review of Applications in Engineering 
and the Applied Sciences, Appendix 6, Researcher's Guide, for further details.) 

 
 
PRINCIPLES FOR ELECTRONIC SCHOLARLY PUBLISHING PROJECTS (Proposed) 

 
 Electronic scholarly publishing programs should ensure: 
 
A.  ARCHIVAL 
 
 That plans are in place to ensure that the published information is archived in perpetuity, in 

one or more standard formats, in such a way as to ensure the long-term availability and 
integrity of its contents. 

 
B.  BIBLIOGRAPHIC 
 
 1. The case of electronic journals: 
  
 a) the journal has an ISSN or other internationally recognized standard identifier; 
 b) the journal is included in major lists of scholarly electronic publications; 
 c) the journal is indexed by recognized directories of scholarly literature. 
 

2. In the case of monographs: 
 
a)  That the published information has an ISBN or other internationally recognized 

standard identifier. 
 
 3. In the case of both electronic journals and electronic monographs: 
 

a) That a searchable index of all contents be provided at all sites the information is 
available. 

b) That the published information observes the legal deposit requirements of the National 
Library of Canada. 

 
 
 



            

C.  ECONOMIC 
 
 1.  That the published information is made available either at no cost, or on a non-profit 

basis; 
 
 2.  That abstracts and contents lists may be browsed at no cost. 
 
D.  LEGAL 
 
 1.  The authors retain the right to republish their works in whole or in part, provided: 
 
 a) formal acknowledgement by the publisher has been obtained; 
 b) an appropriate copyright notice is included;  and 

c) reference to the official archived source(s) is provided. 
 
2.  That any licensing arrangements include reasonable provisions for the exchange of the 

published information between non-profit libraries and similar information services. 
 
E.   QUALITY 
 
 That publications should indicate whether or not they have been peer-reviewed, and if so, in 

what manner. 
 
F.  TECHNICAL 
 

1. That contents are searchable electronically; 
 
2. That regardless of the formats in which the published information is made available, at 

least one of these formats should be at a level accessible to users of low-end 
technology; 

 
3. That appropriate security controls are in place to prevent destruction or tampering with 

the published information in its original form. 
 
 
SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES FOR RAPID DISSEMINATION OF  
RESEARCH RESULTS 
 
In some fast moving areas of research (e.g. some areas of computing science, genetics, 
microelectronics), special means of rapid dissemination of research results are used to reach the 
target audience with minimal delay.  Communications, quick-print reports, letters and even broad 
dissemination of pre-prints are important vehicles for  disseminating research results.  Specialist 
knowledge on the panel should be employed to evaluate the relative merit and significance of 
such publications. 
 
 



            

DELAYS IN THE RESEARCH AND IN DISSEMINATION OF RESEARCH RESULTS 
 
From time to time, situations may arise that make it impossible or undesirable for researchers to 
have important results of their research published prior to re-applying to NSERC for financial 
support.  For example, the time necessary to complete a monograph may exceed  the time 
available between consecutive applications, or publication may be delayed to allow technology 
transfer or the protection of a patent.  Grantees are subject to the administrative policies of their 
universities in the area of Maternity, Paternity, and Care and Nurturing Leave.  Other types of 
situations such as child bearing  or early child care, administrative leave or disability may also 
result in publication delays.   
 
Applicants are expected to describe such circumstances clearly and fully in their application.  
Grant selection panels must be sensitive to the impact of the circumstances on the level of 
productivity while ensuring that the quality of the research remains competitive.  Each case is 
reviewed on its own merits. 
 
 
USE OF CITATION DATA 
 
Citation data can be informative and useful in assessing the impact of a researcher's activities and 
in evaluating the stature of the journals in which researchers publish their results.  However, 
NSERC is of the opinion that these data may be exceedingly damaging and misleading if not 
employed knowledgeably and with caution.  Therefore, panels should consider the following 
points when using citation indices: 
 

 Journals should be compared by impact factor only if they have similar purposes.  It can be 
highly misleading, for example, to compare "general" and "specialized" journals, "national" 
and "international" journals, "review" and "topical" journals. 

 
 It is difficult and dangerous to compare citations of papers published in English and French, 

whether or not the journal is a bi- or multilingual one.  Direct comparisons generally are 
invalid. 

 
 Citation data for research that is peculiarly, or even uniquely, Canadian are not necessarily 

representative of the quality or intrinsic merit of the research.  For example, some studies of 
the Canadian Shield or of permafrost engineering may have relatively specialized, targeted 
readerships. 

 
 A much longer lead time is necessary to assess the impact of research in some disciplines or 

sub-disciplines than in others.  Direct comparisons of citation data can be highly misleading. 
 

 As more research comes to be conducted by teams rather than by individuals or ad hoc short-
term associations of individuals, citation data may unfairly reflect the contributions of 
individual members of the team (particularly in disciplines where authors' names are 
traditionally displayed in alphabetical order). 

 
Excessive and unwarranted self-citation or negative citation can result in a misleading measure 
of the value of an individual's research results. 
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