
 

internal reviewer assignments. Discussion of an application with other Evaluation 
Group members prior to competition is not permitted. Discreet consultation with 
colleagues is acceptable, especially when the member’s expertise is remote. This 
should be done in general terms, without referring to the applicant by name or sharing 
the application material.  

 
 

6.11. Deliverables  
 

6.11.1. Integration of Referee Comments and Past Message to 
Applicant  

 
External reviewers, or “referees,” help provide a deeper overall assessment of an 
application. Referees may be familiar with a particular research area or technique and 
may be able to comment on an applicant's contributions to the field. Evaluation 
Groups should focus on the content and credibility of referee reports as inputs into the 
evaluation process, but must ultimately base their recommendations on their own 
relative assessment. External referee reports contribute to these assessments but must 
not be used on their own to either accept or reject a proposal (see Section 6.11.2. on 
preparing the message to the applicant). Evaluation Groups should be sensitive to any 
real or perceived conflict of interest or relationship between the referee and the 
applicant(s) that might influence the review (e.g., professional interactions, potential 
competition). These should be brought to the attention of the program officer. 
Evaluation Groups should also recognize that the background of a referee might 
influence the review (e.g., school of thought bias, lack of familiarity with the 
Canadian research funding environment).  
 
In cases of returning applicants who were unsuccessful in the past, received an award 
of shorter duration, or where ratings of Moderate or Insufficient were awarded in 
previous competitions, Evaluation Groups have access to the ratings and comments 
contained in the previous Message to Applicant forms during the competition 
meeting. (Note that ratings are only available beginning with applications in the 2009 
competition.) These can be shared by the program officer with the Evaluation Group 
members, at the end of the Evaluation Group discussion and only to ensure that the 
current Evaluation Group is not sending confusing or contradictory messages to the 
applicant. The Evaluation Group may comment on issues raised previously that have 
or have not been addressed adequately in the current application.  

6.11.2. Preparing the Message to the Applicant  
 

There will be little opportunity to prepare careful and constructive comments during 
the competition session. Consequently, in advance of the competition, internal 
reviewers should prepare draft comments (or keep a record of personal notes which 
highlight the strengths and weaknesses of the application) to applicants if they 
anticipate these being required. In February, when applications are reviewed by the 
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Evaluation Group, these comments should be discussed and carefully vetted. The 
final version of the Message to Applicant form provided to NSERC must reflect the 
Evaluation Group’s consensus. The rating form is an excellent tool on which to base 
the formulation of balanced and helpful comments.  
 
Constructive comments are of vital importance to enable researchers to improve 
future applications and/or their research programs. Evaluation Groups are encouraged 
to provide specific and constructive comments to applicants especially in the 
following cases:  

 
• Rating of Moderate or Insufficient on any criteria;* 
• Recommended grant duration is less than five years;* 
• NSERC instructions have not been followed (e.g., font size, reporting of HQP, 

page limits, overlap between sources of funds); 
• A referee report is perceived to be particularly biased and the members wish 

to reassure the applicant that it did not overly influence the evaluation. 
 

*NSERC requires comments in such cases. 
 
Evaluation Groups should comment primarily on those aspects of a proposal that 
were important in arriving at the Evaluation Group’s recommendation. Both strengths 
and weaknesses are appropriate for comment. The comments should also address any 
apparent discrepancy between the Evaluation Group’s recommendation and the 
referee reports in order to provide a clear understanding of the Evaluation Group’s 
assessment. The comments should explicitly discuss specific points in external 
referee reports with which the Evaluation Group particularly agrees or disagrees, if 
these are a factor in the final recommendation. The comments must be in accordance 
with NSERC guidelines and appropriate for transmission to the applicant. If at all 
possible, the Evaluation Group should write the comments in the applicant’s preferred 
language. If not possible, it will be translated following deliberations. 
 
The following are examples of problems sometimes encountered in comments 
prepared by Evaluation Groups:  
 

• Lack of clarity, e.g., it is not clear what message the Evaluation Group is 
trying to send; 

• Message too general to be of use, i.e., “applicant did not rate as highly as 
others in the competition”; 

• Abusive or belittling language; 
• Eligibility messages, i.e., “we did not recommend funding because applicant 

should not be eligible.” Note: Eligibility decisions are the responsibility of 
NSERC staff, not that of an Evaluation Group;  

• Messages counter to NSERC policy, e.g., “Evaluation Group did not 
recommend funding because work is applied or not suitable for its discipline, 
but suitable for a Strategic Project grant or suitable for CIHR funding”;  
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• Messages which appear to be inconsistent with external referees’ comments 
without acknowledging those comments and explaining the Evaluation 
Group’s rationale. 

 
In the past, there have been appeals based on the applicant’s perception of an age or 
gender bias in the recommendation of the Evaluation Group. Members must make 
sure not to introduce such biases in the review process and that the comments 
conveyed to the applicant do not imply that there were such biases.  
 
 
6.12. Rating Form – Discovery Grant Applications 
 
The rating form provided by NSERC is an excellent aid for reviewing applications 
(see Rating Form – Discovery Grant Application; a form-fillable version is available 
on the extranet). The rating form focuses on the evaluation criteria and allows you to 
integrate, where appropriate, external referee comments and any other relevant 
information (e.g., delays in research). Although the rating form is only provided as a 
tool, and will not be collected by NSERC, using it will help you to ensure that you 
take all criteria into account when formulating your preliminary ratings. Once 
completed, rating forms should be treated as protected information.  

 
 

 
 
6.13. Discovery Grant Evaluation Indicators 

 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DGRatingForm-SDFormEval_eng.pdf


6.13.  DISCOVERY GRANTS EVALUATION INDICATORS1 

 Exceptional Outstanding Very Strong Strong Moderate Insufficient 
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r Acknowledged as a leader who has 
continued to make, over the last six 
years, influential accomplishments 
of exceptional quality, impact and/or 
importance to a broad community. 

Relative to those of other applicants, 
the accomplishments presented in the 
application were deemed of 
outstanding quality, impact and/or 
importance to a broad community.  

Relative to those of other 
applicants, the accomplishments 
presented in the application 
were deemed to be of very 
strong quality, impact and/or 
importance. 

Relative to those of other 
applicants, the accomplishments 
presented in the application 
were deemed to be of 
comparable quality, impact 
and/or importance.  

Relative to those of other 
applicants, the accomplishments 
presented in the application were 
deemed to be of moderate 
quality, impact and/or importance. 

Relative to those of other 
applicants, the 
accomplishments presented in 
the application were deemed 
to be of lower quality, impact 
and/or importance.   
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Proposed research program is clearly 
presented, is extremely original and 
innovative and is likely to have 
impact by leading to 
groundbreaking advances in the 
area and/or leading to a technology 
or policy that addresses socio-
economic or environmental needs. 
Long-term vision and short-term 
objectives are clearly defined. The 
methodology is clearly defined and 
appropriate.  The budget clearly 
demonstrates how the research 
activities to be supported are distinct 
from and complement those funded 
by other sources.  

Proposed research program is clearly 
presented, is highly original and 
innovative and is likely to have 
impact by contributing to 
groundbreaking advances in the 
area, and/or leading to a technology 
or policy that addresses socio-
economic or environmental needs. 
Long-term goals are clearly defined 
and short-term objectives are well 
planned. The methodology is clearly 
described and appropriate. The 
budget clearly demonstrates how 
the research activities to be supported 
are distinct from and complement 
those funded by other sources. 

Proposed research program is 
clearly presented, is original 
and innovative and is likely to 
have impact by leading to 
advancements and/or 
addressing socio-economic or 
environmental needs. Long-
term goals are defined and 
short-term objectives are 
planned. The methodology is 
clearly described and 
appropriate.  The budget 
demonstrates how the research 
activities to be supported are 
distinct from and complement 
those funded by other sources. 

Proposed research program is 
clearly presented, is original 
and innovative and is likely to 
have impact and/or address 
socio-economic or 
environmental needs. Long-
term goals and short-term 
objectives are clearly 
described. The methodology is 
described and appropriate. 
The budget demonstrates how 
the research activities to be 
supported are distinct from and 
complement those funded by 
other sources. 

Proposed research program is 
clearly presented, has original 
and innovative aspects and 
could have impact and/or 
address socio-economic or 
environmental needs. Long-term 
objectives and short-term 
objectives are described.  The 
methodology is partially 
described or appropriate. The 
budget demonstrates how the 
research activities to be supported 
are distinct from and complement 
those funded by other sources. 

Proposed research program, as 
presented lacks clarity, and/or 
is of limited originality and 
innovation. Impact not 
convincingly described. 
Objectives are not clearly 
described and/or likely not 
attainable.  Methodology is 
not clearly described and/or 
appropriate. The budget does 
not clearly demonstrate how 
the research activities to be 
supported are distinct from 
and complement those funded 
by other sources.  
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Training level is exceptional, with 
HQP contributing to high quality 
research.  Most HQP move on to 
positions that require highly desired 
skills, obtained through training 
received. Research plans for trainees 
are appropriate and clearly defined. 
HQP success highly likely. 

Training level is outstanding in 
comparison to other applicants, with 
HQP contributing to quality 
research.  Most HQP move on to 
positions that require highly desired 
skills, obtained through training 
received.  Research plans for trainees 
are appropriate and clearly 
defined. HQP success highly likely. 

Training level is very strong in 
comparison to other applicants, 
with HQP contributing to 
quality research.  Many HQP 
move on to positions that 
require desired skills, obtained 
through training received. 
Research plans for trainees are 
appropriate and clearly 
described. HQP success likely. 

Training level is comparable to 
other applicants.  Many HQP 
move on to positions that 
require desired skills, obtained 
through training received. 
Research plans for trainees are 
appropriate and described.  
HQP success likely. 

Training level is only moderate 
in comparison to other applicants.  

Training record is low relative 
to other applicants.  

Some HQP move on to positions 
that require desired skills, 
obtained through training 
received. Some plans for trainees 
are described and may 
contribute to HQP success. 

Plans for trainees are 
insufficiently described with 
limited information to 
predict likelihood of HQP 
success. 

1The Discovery Grants Evaluation Indicators should be used in conjunction with the Peer Review Manual (Chapter 6) which outlines how reviewers arrive at a rating. 
 

   



6.13.  DISCOVERY GRANTS EVALUATION INDICATORS1 
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Majority of justified expenses represent costs higher than 
the norm for the research area.  

Majority of justified expenses are within the norm for the 
research area.  

Majority of justified expenses are lower than the norm for the 
research area.  

2 Possible examples include: Cost of training of HQP; Equipment intensive research and/or high users fees; particularly expensive or frequent consumables; Travel (for collaborations, field work, access to 
facilities, conferences …) 

   



 
Rating Form - Discovery Grants Application 

 
Applicant 
 

Department/University  

Applicant Status:   

Title of proposal 
 

Evaluation criteria  (See Instructions for complete details) 
   Exceptional     Outstanding    Very Strong Excellence of researcher 
   Strong    Moderate    Insufficient 

• Knowledge, expertise and 
experience 

• Past or potential contributions 
to, and impact on, the proposed 
and other areas of research 

• Importance of contributions 
• (For group applications) 

Complementarity of expertise 
between members and synergy 

Rationale for rating: 

   Exceptional     Outstanding    Very Strong Merit of the proposal 
   Strong    Moderate    Insufficient 

• Originality and innovation 
• Anticipated significance 
• Clarity and scope of objectives 
• Methodology and feasibility 
• Discussion of relevant issues 
• Relationship to other sources of 

funds 

Rationale for rating: 

   Exceptional     Outstanding    Very Strong Contributions to training of 
highly qualified personnel    Strong    Moderate    Insufficient 

• Quality and extent of past 
contributions  

• Appropriateness of the proposal 
for the training of HQP 

• Training in collaborative and 
interdisciplinary environment (if 
applicable) 

Rationale for rating:  

Cost of research (relative cost of the proposed 
research program as compared to the norms for the field)     Low                   Normal               High     

Rationale for Cost of Research:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Other comments (e.g., duration should be less than norm, special circumstances, quality of samples of contributions 
provided, Environmental impact, ethical concerns. Your Program Officer should be notified accordingly): 
 
 
 
 
 
Comments from external referees & formal consultations (please also highlight any comments that would be 
deemed inappropriate for the members to have considered in their discussions): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Message to the applicant: 

 

 
Discovery Accelerator Supplement (DAS)  

• Regular DAS:                                                                       Yes____      No_____    
      

• DAS in Targeted Areas :                                                      Yes____      No_____    
 
Rationale for DAS Recommendation: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This form is provided by NSERC as an aid to members for reviewing applications. The form contains personal information, and like 
all other review material, should be stored in a secure manner to prevent unauthorized access (please refer to Section 5 of the Peer 
Review Manual and to the text of your Confidentiality and Non-disclosure Declaration for more details on the Privacy Act.) 
 
The rating sheet focuses on the evaluation criteria and integrates, where appropriate, external reviewer comments and any other 
relevant information, e.g., delays in research. Using the rating sheet will help to ensure that you take all selection criteria into account 
when formulating your recommendation (see Section 6 of the Peer Review Manual for details). Note that NSERC does not collect 
these forms, and they should be destroyed in a secure manner after the competition.    (2009 version) 
 



 
  

 

 

7.0 Review of Research Tools and Instruments Grant 
Applications 
 
. 
7.1 Contact Points 
 

• For eligibility and missing documents: program officer 
• For application assignments and review process: Evaluation Group chair / 

program officer 
 
7.2 Objectives 
 
Research Tools and Instruments (RTI) Grants foster and enhance the discovery, 
innovation and training capability of university researchers in the natural sciences and 
engineering by supporting the purchase of research equipment and installations. 
 
7.3 Description 
 
RTI Grants are one-year awards that assist in buying or developing research equipment 
that costs more than $7,000. In exceptional cases, multiple-year requests will be accepted. 
The onus is on the applicant to clearly explain the rationale. Items costing less than 
$7,000 each can be purchased with Discovery Grant funds or be included as a 
complement to a main piece of equipment being requested. Applications for the purchase 
of several pieces of equipment costing less than $7,000 each are also acceptable. RTI 
grants are divided into three categories according to the total net cost of the equipment, 
i.e., excluding taxes, shipping, and handling. These categories are: 
 

• RTI–Category 1: $7,001 to $150,000; 
• RTI–Category 2: $150,001 to $325,000 (Subatomic Physics only); and 
• RTI–Category 3: more than $325,000 (Subatomic Physics only). 

 
NSERC will accept applications under Category 1 for equipment whose total net cost, 
i.e., excluding taxes, shipping and handling, is up to $250,000, provided that the applicant 
is able to secure funding from other sources to bring the amount requested from NSERC 
to $150,000 or less. Such sources may include contributions from NSERC Discovery 
Grants held by the applicant or co applicants. The use of other types of NSERC grants is 
permitted, provided that prior written authorization is obtained from NSERC. 
 
NSERC will pay part or all of the applicable taxes, as well as part or all of the shipping 
and handling expenses, as long as the overall grant does not exceed $150,000. The 
applicant will be responsible for any amount in excess of $150,000. 
 



 
  

 

 

The eligibility of specialized facilities, such as large environmental chambers and mobile 
Laboratories, is considered on a case-by-case basis. Applicants or Research Grants 
officers should contact NSERC before submitting proposals. 
 
NSERC recognizes that equipment may have to be purchased at any time during the year 
to avoid an unnecessary delay in a research program. Grantees should explore all possible 
avenues, such as the institution's General Research Fund, to cover the cost of replacement 
(refer to the paragraph on Residual Balances in Agency Accounts under Administrative 
Matters in the Financial Administration section of the Program Guide for Professors). 
NSERC will accept applications only for equipment that has not yet been purchased, or 
that has been purchased within the one-year period immediately prior to the current 
deadline for receipt of applications. All applications are reviewed on a competitive basis. 
NSERC will not accord any preferential treatment for equipment already purchased at the 
time of application and is under no financial obligation should such an application be 
unsuccessful in the competition. The applicant must indicate whether equipment has 
already been purchased and justify why a purchase prior to the application was necessary. 
 
7.4 Conflict of Interest 
 
Note: The conflict of interest guidelines found in Section 6.9.1 also apply to RTI Grant 
applications. 
 

• When less than one third of the Evaluation Group members have RTI applications 
in the competition, the following suggestions are made in an attempt to reduce the 
possibilities of conflict of interest: 

• When EGs form sections to evaluate RTI applications, members with RTI 
applications in the current competition should not be part of the section. 

• Members with RTI applications in the competition must be excluded from the 
process of final ranking of RTI applications. When the section rankings are 
discussed by the full EG, members with applications in the competition must not 
be present. 

• When EGs do not form RTI sections, but the whole EG evaluates and priority 
ranks applications, the final ranking of the RTI applications must be done in the 
absence of EG members with applications in the competition. This will allow 
members with applications in the competition to contribute their input on other 
applications, but not be involved in the final ranking.’ 

• When more than one third of the members in a EG have RTI applications in the 
competition, the preferred mechanism is to strike a special section to review and 
priority rank the applications. Membership on the section should not include 
members with applications in the competition. If this approach is not feasible, the 
EG must establish a procedure to ensure that reviewers cannot influence the 
outcome of their own application. One option for the EGs who pre-rate their 
applications would be to implement a forced ranking procedure. 

 
Some EGs use a system in which all members give an initial rating or ranking of all RTI 
applications (for which they are not in a conflict of interest). These ratings are used to 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Professors-Professeurs/FinancialAdminGuide-GuideAdminFinancier/index_eng.asp
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf


 
  

 

 

establish a priority order for funding. During the competition meetings, the EG may 
discuss only the applications that are near the cutoff point corresponding to the budget 
available. In such a system, members with applications in the competition must be 
excluded from any discussion or re-ordering of the applications. In November, when it is 
known which members have submitted RTI Grant applications, the program officer will 
propose a process to the EG chair that conforms as closely as possible to the procedures 
outlined above. In designing the process, the following practices will be encouraged: 
 

• Pre-ranking of RTI applications before the competition, with scores being sent in 
advance of the competition week; 

• Monitoring of the deliberations by EG chairs and/or senior NSERC staff; 
• Designing spreadsheets to protect the identity of reviewers and to prevent 

members from learning the scores given to their own applications; 
• Using past members or other experts for the adjudication of RTI applications. 

 
For large group proposals or large RTI 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. 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 will 
also ask each member in turn to disclose any other relationship to the proposal or 
applicant (whether positive or negative). If the chair or NSERC believes that a 
member should not participate in the review, that member should withdraw from 
discussion and voting. 

• When the EG (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. 

 
7.5 Criteria for Evaluation 
 
Applications for all categories of RTI are judged on the basis of the following criteria: 
 

• The excellence of the applicant(s) (see Section 6.8.1. for additional factors 
related to this criterion): 

o Scientific or engineering calibre of the applicant and major users 
o Extent to which the applicant or the group have relevant experience and 

demonstrated ability to fully use the equipment 
• The merit of the proposed research program(s) (see Section 6.8.1.2. for 

additional factors related to this criterion): 
o Overall quality of the research programs of proposed users 
o Recent track record 
o Potential for major advances in the discipline 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf


 
  

 

 

• The need and urgency for the equipment, including availability of, and access 
to, similar equipment: 

o What is the impact of a delay in the acquisition of the equipment? 
o Is new equipment moving the research forward or helping to launch new 

research directions? 
o Will the progress of the research be slowed by lack of access to new 

equipment? 
o Is there a problem in accessing existing equipment (e.g., is the increased 

number of users slowing research progress)? 
o Are there other available facilities/services in the vicinity? 
o Is there a limited institutional infrastructure (more likely in small vs. large 

universities or new vs. established research groups)? 
o Is there a need to upgrade or replace obsolete or failed equipment? 

 
Applicants (and co-applicants) are asked to provide information on other equipment 
obtained from NSERC funds and other sources within the past four years and on 
equipment currently applied for from other sources (i.e., Canada Foundation for 
Innovation [CFI]). They must provide a brief description of the equipment obtained or 
applied for to enable the committee to evaluate the use of the equipment and its 
relationship with the proposal. This information should be provided in the budget 
justification section of Form 101. 
 

• The suitability of the requested item(s) for the proposed research 
program(s): 

o For multi-user applications, is the proposed equipment suitable for a multi-
user facility and for the desired applications? 

o Is the equipment essential to do the work, or are there other more cost 
effective ways of obtaining the results (e.g., send samples for analysis, use 
other techniques)? 

o What is the probable degree of utilization or accessibility of outside users? 
o What is the capability of applicant(s) to fully utilize the equipment? 
o How accessible will the equipment be, both in terms of location and the 

availability of technical support to assist in operations? 
 

When the justification for the equipment is based to some extent on the anticipated use 
by, or benefit to, other sectors, the applicant should describe the support secured from 
these sources or demonstrated efforts made to secure it. The Evaluation Group should 
take this information into consideration in assessing this criterion. 
 

• The importance of the requested item(s) for the training of highly qualified 
personnel (see Section 6.8.1.3. for additional factors related to this criterion): 

o The importance of the equipment for training as well as the value of the 
training 

o Will this type of training be a marketable skill for students? 
o The quality and extent of training 
o The opportunity for hands-on training 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf


 
  

 

 

 
Note: The necessity of the requested item(s) for the completion of student projects and 
theses should be addressed under the third criterion (need for access to the equipment). 
 
For RTI–Categories 2 and 3 only–Organizational structure, accessibility and 
synergy: 
An important consideration in the RTI–Categories 2 and 3 is the presence of a clearly 
defined organizational structure to ensure that the equipment can be operated and 
maintained efficiently and effectively, as well as providing ready access for other users. 
 
In addition, the synergy of the proposed equipment or installation with existing ones 
should be considered. Synergy, in this case, is considered to be the extent to which a 
grouping of equipment and staff enhances the value and capability of each piece of 
equipment and enables researchers to obtain results or carry out studies that would 
otherwise be very difficult or impossible. Synergy is viewed as a positive factor, but is 
not a necessary requirement for funding. 
 

• Provisions for the maintenance and upgrading of equipment 
• Operation of the equipment 
• Efficiency, effectiveness and accessibility for other users 
• Appropriateness of proposed plan and budget for maintenance and upgrading 
• Suitability of the director’s and users’ committee 
• Value and capability of each piece of equipment 
• Does it enable researchers to obtain results or carry out studies that would 

otherwise be very difficult or impossible? 
 
7.6 Eligible Expenses 
 
RTI grants are one-year awards that assist in buying or developing research equipment  
that costs more than $7,000. In exceptional cases, multiple-year requests will be accepted. 
The onus is on the applicant to clearly explain the rationale. Items costing less than 
$7,000 each can be purchased with Discovery Grant funds or be included as a 
complement to a main piece of equipment being requested. 
 
In addition to the equipment cost, eligible expenses for RTI include: 
 
RTI – Categories 2 & 3 
 
Type of Expenditure  RTI – Category 1  RTI – Categories 2 & 3  
Salaries and benefits  Not eligible  Salaries and training costs of 

technical support personnel 
for the initial phase-in period 
of operations (up to two 
years) 

Equipment or facility  Purchase or rental  Purchase or rental  



 
  

 

 

Type of Expenditure  RTI – Category 1  RTI – Categories 2 & 3  
Travel  Not eligible  Travel costs to visit 

manufacturers to select major 
equipment purchases 

Others (shipping costs for 
purchased equipment, 
extended warranty, brokerage 
and customs charges for the 
importation of equipment and 
supplies) 

Eligible  Eligible  

 
NOTE the table and this section are fine. No changes. 
 
Costs that are not eligible for all categories of RTI include: 
 

• insurance costs for equipment and research vehicles; 
• costs of the construction, renovation or rental of laboratories or supporting 

facilities; and 
• software licensing or upgrades for subsequent years. 

 
7.7 Policies and Guidelines 
 
Evaluation Groups are asked to give particularly careful and sensitive evaluation to 
requests for equipment from new researchers. NSERC is concerned if a Discovery Grant 
is provided without the availability of associated tools. In fields where any real advance 
requires access to sophisticated equipment that is not available on site, EGs are asked to 
place special weight on the “need and urgency” criterion in the case of new researchers. 
The “calibre and relevant experience” criterion must be assessed in the context of the 
pool of relatively young researchers who do not yet have extensive research experience. 
A new applicant should be provided with the resources to demonstrate within a 
reasonable period of time (for example, three to five years) that he/she can make 
significant advances in the field. However, new applicants, like all applicants, have to 
provide sufficient justification for the equipment requested in light of other equipment 
funding that they may have received from NSERC and other sources, including the 
Canada Foundation for Innovation (see Section 7.3 above). 
 
Applications for RTI–Categories 2 and 3 that involve new researchers in a leadership role 
have more difficulty succeeding in the peer review system. Here it is reasonable to expect 
a very strong track record and extensive linking with other established researchers. It also 
may be appropriate to acquire equipment in stages over time or to make use of other 
equipment, for example, at regional centres. 
 
While NSERC is concerned that new researchers may not get an appropriate opportunity  
to build a strong research program, responsibility for this does not rest solely with 
NSERC. The university is expected to assist in launching a young researcher’s program. 
Award quotas by department or university are not permitted. The EG cannot establish 



 
  

 

 

policies whereby, for example, RTI applications from a given applicant could only be 
recommended every two years. 
 
Only applications from researchers (applicant and co-applicants) who currently hold or 
are applying for an NSERC research grant (e.g., Discovery Grant, Strategic Grant, 
Research Partnerships Program Grant, Canada Research Chair), at the time of application 
will be accepted. Researchers holding an adjunct position are not eligible to apply on an 
RTI application. 
 
RTI awards should normally be for the full cost of the recommended items (including tax, 
transportation and eligible installation costs). EGs may recommend partial funding, but 
the amount recommended must be sufficient to allow for the purchase of a functional 
unit. The EG must provide staff with a written justification indicating the components to 
be funded. If the EG receives many applications for computing equipment and lacks 
detailed expertise to consider these requests, the GSC should bring this to the attention of 
the program officer. Some EGs use experts in computing systems to help them assess 
these requests. 
 
It may be appropriate, in certain cases, to provide applicants with specific comments on 
Research Tools and Instruments applications. Also, some EGs also ask applicants, 
through a general comment or through university information sessions, to provide, if 
possible, two or three different configurations in their RTI applications. This sometimes 
allows EGs to recommend funding for a somewhat smaller, less expensive configuration 
in times of severe budgetary constraints. NSERC asks EGs to provide a ranked RTI list in 
cases where the budget situation changes after the competition. It is important that the 
final ranked RTI list, both within or exceeding the expected budget, truly reflect the order 
in which a EG wants RTI applications to be funded. Last-minute revisions to the RTI 
budget may result in more or fewer awards being made, and NSERC staff relies on the 
EG rankings to make these adjustments. 
 
7.8 Deliverables 
 
Reviewers use a spreadsheet to submit ratings (for all applications assigned to them) to 
the chair or program officer in advance of the competition session. These ratings are 
tabulated and applications sorted by priority. The prioritized list is distributed at the 
competition session, and a subset of the applications is discussed in depth at that time. 
These are applications that are near the cutoff for which ratings from different reviewers 
differ significantly or for which a member questions the priority assigned to the 
application. The exact process may take different forms, e.g., straight ranking of all 
applications, a rating on a 5- or 10-point scale either with quotas on the distribution 
(equal numbers of 1, 2, 3, etc.) or a normal distribution. The chair or program officer will 
brief committee members on the Evaluation Group's particular procedures.  
 
As mentioned above, it is appropriate in certain cases to provide applicants with written 
comments on an RTI–Category 1 application. Recommendations for partial funding must 
specify which components of the equipment are recommended. 



 
 

 

 

 

 
Deliverables – Ranked list or ratings depending on EG modus operandi. 
 
7.9 Review of RTI – Categories 2 and 3 Applications 
 
The review of RTI grant applications of Categories 2 or 3 only applies to Subatomic 
Physics. Refer to the internal procedures of the Subatomic Physics Section for details. 
 
7.10 Use of Rating Form 
 
Using the rating forms provided by NSERC to review RTI applications (see sample of the 
RTI rating form) will help to ensure that you take all criteria into account when 
formulating your recommendations. 
 



Rating Form   
Research Tools and Instruments Grant Application  

 
Applicant Department/University 

 
               First-time Applicant                                         Consultation from EG: 

Amount Requested Title of Proposal 

Number of Users 

EVALUATION CRITERIA (See Section 7 of Peer Review Manual) 
 Provide comments on each criteria 
Excellence and experience of researcher(s) 
Caliber of applicant/users 
Relevant experience 
Ability to exploit equipment 

 

Merit of programs to be supported 
Quality of research program(s) 
Recent track record 
Potential for major advances 

 

Need and urgency 
Suitability for intended use 
Impact of equipment on program(s) and area of 
research 
Need for dedicated equipment 
Impact of delay if not awarded 
Cost-effective solution 
Availability of similar equipment 
Probable degree of utilization 
Accessibility to users 
Availability of technical support if needed 
Management structure (if relevant) 

 

Impact on HQP training 
Accessibility 
Potential for training 

 

Other comments (e.g., special circumstances, consultation with other EG, etc.): 

Overall Impression/Priority: Rating: 

Recommendation (explain and describe item(s) if a partial award is recommended): $ 

 



 
 

 

 

8. Review of Major Resources Support Grant 
Applications  
 
8.1 Contact Points 
 

• For missing documents: Program assistant  
• For any other matter: Program officer 

 
8.2 Objective  
 
The objective of the Major Resources Support (MRS) program is to facilitate the 
effective access of Canadian academic researchers to major and unique national or 
international (based in Canada) experimental or thematic research resources by 
financially assisting these resources to remain in a state of readiness for researchers to 
use. MRS grants are not intended to support resources that are standard in a discipline or 
commonly available in Canadian universities. The national scope of a resource is linked 
to its uniqueness in Canada and the requirement for its significant use by a sufficiently 
large number of users (not collaborators) from across the country, beyond any individual 
institution or region. The international scope requires a resource to first serve a national 
community of users, in addition to a significant use by a sufficiently large number of 
users from outside Canada. 
 
The MRS program also aims to facilitate access by Canadian academic researchers, who 
come together as national consortia, to major international resources located outside 
Canada, the equivalent of which is not available in Canada. This support excludes any 
direct financial support towards the operating and maintenance costs of such resources.  
 
Research resources are defined as experimental research facilities or thematic research 
organizations such as institutes. An institute is defined as a research resource that 
promotes and triggers national, and possibly international, interactions within a given 
research community and provides a place where researchers meet, collaborate and 
exchange ideas. Institutes are infrastructures that provide an environment that serves to 
accelerate research within disciplines, as well as to promote links between different 
disciplines, thus fostering interdisciplinary research.  
 
8.3 Description  
 
MRS grants assist major and unique national or international experimental and thematic 
research resources located in Canada in covering their operating and maintenance costs. 
Supported resources are those that cannot fully cover such costs using other sources of 
funding or through user fees, or those where user fees cannot be leveraged. The grants 
assist resources that are significant in size, value or importance, and that are not 
customary in a discipline or commonly available in Canadian universities. Supported 



 
 

 

 

resources must be used by researchers from several institutions (including universities, 
government laboratories, or companies) across Canada.  
 
Major resources supported by this program may include:  
 

• unique specialized experimental facilities or field research stations;  

• research institutes that promote and trigger interactions within the constituents of 
relevant communities;  

• a core of highly skilled technical or professional research support staff essential to 
the research activities of a group;  

• a large specialized items of research equipment; or  

• a collection of specialized samples or objects, as defined in the Framework for 
Researchers Working with University-Based Collections.  

 
MRS grants also assist Canadian academic researchers who come together as national 
user consortia to access major resources located abroad and whose equivalent is not 
available in Canada. Such support excludes any direct contribution towards the operating 
and maintenance costs of foreign resources. The support is not given to individual 
researchers, but rather to the user consortia, which must be composed of researchers from 
several institutions (including universities, government laboratories, or companies) across 
Canada.  
 
8.4 Conflict of Interest  
 
The conflict of interest guidelines found in Section 6.9.1 of this manual apply to the 
review of MRS grant applications. In addition, a member is considered in a situation of 
conflict of interest when the member is, or was in the last six years, a member of any 
advisory body (such as a committee) to a resource applying for support.  
 
For MRS grant applications involving at least four universities, a Committee member 
from the same institution as the applicant, or one or several of the co-applicants, is 
allowed to participate in the discussions and vote as long as the member is not affiliated 
to the same department.  
 
NSERC’s guidelines on conflicts of interest will be strictly applied throughout the 
various steps of the review process.  
 
8.5 Criteria for Evaluation  
 
Any grant application to the MRS program must be assessed on the basis of the eight 
selection criteria listed below. For each criterion, factors that must be considered are 
given. To be recommended for MRS funding, a resource must meet all eight criteria. The 
onus is on the applicants to thoroughly address each criterion in their applications and 
provide detailed information to the MRS Grant Selection Committee.  

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/NSERC-CRSNG/policies-politiques/collections-collections_eng.asp
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/NSERC-CRSNG/policies-politiques/collections-collections_eng.asp
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf


 
 

 

 

 
• Uniqueness of the resource  

o The research resource is not standard in a discipline and is not 
commonly available in Canadian universities.  

o The national or international nature of the resource. The national scope 
of a resource is linked to its uniqueness in Canada and the requirement for 
its significant use by a sufficiently large number of users (not 
collaborators) from across the country, beyond any individual institution 
or region. The international scope requires a resource to first serve a 
national community of users, in addition to a significant use by a 
sufficiently large number of users from outside Canada. The onus is on the 
applicant to demonstrate to the Committee that the resource is needed and 
significantly used by a sufficiently large number of users (academic and 
non-academic) from outside the host institution and beyond a region.  

o The uniqueness of the resource compared to any other Canadian resources 
that may be providing similar services. Does the resource complement or 
duplicate part or all of any other resource? Where applicable, is any 
duplication necessary and justified? In case of any duplication, could the 
involved resources have coordinated or combined their activities in order 
to become a unique national resource? 

o Significant use of the resource by a sufficiently large number of users 
(academic and non-academic) from outside the host institution and 
beyond a region.  
 

• Use of the resource by the research community  
o Past (if applicable), current and projected levels of use of the resource.  

o Accessibility of the resource to, and actual use by, researchers (academic 
and non-academic users) beyond the host institution and a region.  

o Potential for collaboration with complementary Canadian or, if applicable, 
international resources.  

o Extent to which the resource can accommodate the specialized needs of 
the users.  

o Demonstrated outreach to the potential Canadian or, if applicable, 
international academic and non-academic user communities.  



 
 

 

 

 
• Need for access to the resource for the research programs  

o Impact of the resource on the advancement of the research programs of 
current and projected users and, when applicable, on the dissemination and 
use of the generated knowledge in the supported area(s) of research.  

o Consequence of the loss of access to the resource on the users’ research 
programs.  

 
• Merit of the research programs that rely on access to the resource and 

excellence of the user community  
o In the case of experimental resources: quality, significance and pertinence 

of ongoing research programs of the users.  

o In the case of thematic resources: quality, pertinence and impact of the 
past (if applicable), current and planned scientific activities, and 
significance of the research themes to the related communities.  

o This factor, as the previous one, can be assessed by answering questions 
found in Section 6.8.1.2, Merit of the Proposal.  

o Excellence of the users and, in the case of thematic resources, excellence 
of activity organizers and users, and their level of commitment to the 
activities within the resource.  

o This factor can be assessed in a similar way to the Scientific or 
Engineering Excellence of the Researcher(s) in Section 6.8.1.1. Co-
applicants are major users of the resource. The applicant and every co-
applicant are allowed to include one page each in the application to 
describe their individual research programs, their use of the resource, the 
importance of the latter to their research programs and to the training of 
their highly qualified personnel, and to list relevant contributions.  

o Scientific (knowledge and technology) return on the investment in the 
resource.  

 
• Demonstrated need for support through an MRS grant  
 

o Demonstrated need for, and effectiveness of, support through an MRS 
grant as opposed to other NSERC grants and contributions from other 
sources.  

o Nature and extent of the commitment and support from universities and 
other organizations.  

o Justification of the requested funds from NSERC.  

o Proposed sharing of costs among NSERC, universities and other sources, 
including user fees (if applicable).  

o Rationale for the proposed user fees (if applicable).  

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf


 
 

 

 

 
• Management of the resource  

o Effectiveness of the management structure.  

o Administration and allocation of access to the resource to different users 
(internal and external, from universities, government or industry).  

o Is there a process to ensure accessibility of the resource to users from 
outside the host institution? Is the resource active in reaching out to 
potential user communities in order to increase their awareness of the 
activities and opportunities offered by the resource? Are outside users part 
of the resource’s governing body or user committees?  

o Plan and budget for maintenance and operation of the resource.  

o Plan of the resource to keep abreast of scientific and technical advances, 
as well as to sustain well coordinated and leading edge research activities.  

 
• Contribution of the resource to the training of highly qualified personnel  

o Importance of the resource for training, including unique training 
opportunities offered by the resource.  

o Extent and excellence of training.  

o Opportunity for hands-on training.  

Refer to the Section 6.8.1.3, Contribution to Training of Highly Qualified 
Personnel, in order to assess this criterion. 

Note that the use of, or the need for, the resource, with respect to the 
completion of student projects and theses should be addressed under the third 
criterion above, “Need for access to the resource for the research programs.” 

 
• Synergy  

o Defined as the extent to which a grouping of equipment, staff or 
participants enhances the value and capability of a resource and enables 
researchers to obtain results or carry out studies that would otherwise be 
very difficult or impossible.  

 
8.6 Eligible Expenses  
 
Support of Resources Located in Canada  
 

• MRS grants provide funding to assist in covering the following costs:  

• Salaries of technical and professional research support staff employed to operate 
and maintain the resource, as well as to provide assistance to users;  

• Operating and maintenance of the resource;  

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf


 
 

 

 

• Materials, supplies and minor equipment essential to the operation and 
maintenance of the resource;  

• Travel expenses to attend conferences as part of the resource’s plan to keep 
abreast of scientific and technical advances;  

• Dissemination costs, as part of the resource’s outreach activities towards relevant 
user communities; and  

• Operation of scientific review panels and governing bodies.  
 
Furthermore, in the case of thematic resources, MRS grants also provide funding to assist 
in paying the following costs, which should be listed as part of the operating costs:  

• Remuneration of graduate students and postdoctoral fellows involved in a context 
of thematic or collaborative program;  

• Visitor expenses, including travel and local support; and  

• Honoraria for distinguished speakers.  
 
In the case of experimental resources, the costs of running the facilities should be split 
into two major components: non-recoverable and recoverable. Only non-recoverable 
costs are eligible for MRS funding.  
 

• Non-recoverable costs are those expenses necessary to keep the experimental 
resource in a state of readiness for researchers to use, and to increase the 
awareness of the potential user communities of the activities and opportunities 
offered by the resource. They are independent of the number of researchers 
actually using the resource, and are not associated with specific research projects.  

• Recoverable costs comprise expenses directly incurred when researchers and their 
highly qualified personnel use the experimental resource. Examples of such costs 
are those for consumables that are used for specific projects, sample preparation 
and analysis in the case of analytical facilities, and food, fuel and staff salaries for 
specific projects in the case of field stations. Recoverable costs should be charged 
as user fees against the users’ Discovery Grants or other funding sources, and they 
should not be included in the amount requested from the MRS program. 
Regarding user fees, NSERC recommends that holders of MRS grants adhere to 
the guidelines given in Table I. In some cases, a moderate differential between 
internal and external academic users may be accepted, provided that a case is 
made to justify it and to demonstrate that its impact on the accessibility to the 
resource would be minimal.  



 
 

 

 

 
Type of User  Appropriate Fee 

Academic researchers (internal and external) and their students  Lowest rate  
Non-academic users from organizations contributing to the resource Intermediate rate 
Non-academic users from non-participating organizations  Highest rate  

 
Table I – Guidelines on user fees for experimental resources  

 
Due to the nature and purpose of thematic resources, costs directly incurred when 
researchers and their highly qualified personnel use such resources are eligible for MRS 
funding. This is in addition to the expenses necessary to keep the resource in a state of 
readiness for researchers to use, and to increase the awareness of the potential user 
communities of the activities and opportunities offered by the resource.  
 
Support of Access to Resources Located Outside Canada  
 
MRS grants assist national user groups in accessing major resources located abroad, 
whose equivalent is not available in Canada. Such support excludes any direct 
contribution towards the operating and maintenance costs of such resources. The 
following costs are eligible for MRS funding:  

• Membership or access/user fees;  

• Minor equipment needed to accommodate the specific needs of the Canadian 
users;  

• Travel related to the use of the foreign resource, i.e., field work; and  

• Salaries of Canadian technical and professional research support staff employed 
to assist in the use of the resource by the Canadian users.  

 
8.7 Ineligible Expenses  
 
MRS grants cannot be used to pay for any indirect costs of research or expenses that are 
central or departmental institutional costs. Examples of such indirect costs include, but 
are not limited to, those for the maintenance and renovation of research spaces and 
buildings, leasing costs of spaces and equipment, utilities, general technical support to 
laboratories, security and occupational safety, or insurance. Other ineligible costs could 
be found in the Use of Grant Funds section of the NSERC Program Guide for Professors. 
Furthermore, MRS grants cannot be used to pay for the establishment, construction or 
infrastructure expansion (e.g., capital enhancement) of a resource.  
 
8.8 Application Procedures  
 
The MRS competition is held annually. The first step in applying to the MRS program is 
to submit a Letter of Intent to Apply for a Major Resources Support Grant (Form 181). 
The Letters of Intent undergo a review process to ensure that the resources meet the 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Professors-Professeurs/FinancialAdminGuide-GuideAdminFinancier/FundsUse-UtilisationSubventions_eng.asp
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/pdf/F181_e.pdf


 
 

 

 

program’s objectives and key guidelines. Only resources whose Letters of Intent are 
accepted will be invited to put forward grant applications. For the latter resources, the 
Letter of Intent will also be used to determine the most appropriate review mechanism for 
the grant application.  
 
The deadline for submitting a Letter of Intent is May 1. NSERC communicates with all 
applicants by the end of July to inform them about the status of their Letter of Intent and 
to invite the successful applicants to put forward grant applications. The deadline for 
submitting a grant application is October 1. 
 
Case of Subatomic Physics Resources  
 
In the cases of resources that will be reviewed by the Subatomic Physics Section,  
Form 181 will not be used for screening purposes. It will be used solely to determine the 
most appropriate review mechanism for each grant application. All subatomic physics 
applications will be accepted, and NSERC will not communicate with the applicants to 
invite them to put forward grant applications. The deadline for submitting a Letter of 
Intent for subatomic physics resources is August 1.  
 
8.9 Review Procedures  
 
Letter of Intent (excluding subatomic physics resources) 
 
An NSERC internal committee will review the Letters of Intent. In addition to the general 
objectives of the program, the only selection criterion to be assessed in this review will be 
the major character and uniqueness of the resource. This assessment will be made on the 
basis of the following factors:  

The research resource is not standard in a discipline and is not commonly available in 
Canadian universities;  

• The national or international nature of the resource;  

• The uniqueness of the resource compared to any other Canadian resources that 
may be providing similar services; and  

• Significant use of the resource by a sufficiently large number of users (academic 
and non-academic) from outside the host institution and beyond a region.  

 
Again, the national scope of a resource is linked to its uniqueness in Canada and the 
requirement for its significant use by a sufficiently large number of users (not 
collaborators) from across the country, beyond any individual institution or region. The 
international scope requires a resource to first serve a national community of users, in 
addition to a significant use by a sufficiently large number of users from outside Canada. 
 
Copies of the Letters of Intent that were initially rejected by NSERC’s internal 
committee, or for which additional expert opinion is needed, will usually be sent to 
external consultants. These consultants will be former members of the Major Facilities 



 
 

 

 

Access (MFA)1 or MRS Grant Selection Committee, or MFA/MRS ad hoc review 
committees. Consultants will receive the Letters of Intent that are closely related to their 
discipline. The consultants will be asked to make written recommendations to NSERC on 
the eligibility of the reviewed resources on the sole basis of the major character and 
uniqueness of the resource, according to the four factors listed above. The consultants’ 
extensive and up-to-date knowledge of the disciplines will allow them to be well-
informed critics of these factors.  
 
Concurrently, copies of the Letters of Intent that were rejected by NSERC’s internal 
committee, or for which additional expert opinion is needed, will usually be sent to 
current members of the MRS Selection Committee. The members will be asked to 
provide NSERC with written recommendations on the eligibility of the corresponding 
resources.  
 
The final decision on any Letter of Intent will rest with NSERC’s internal committee. 
Applicants whose Letters of Intent are accepted will be invited to put forward full grant 
applications.  
 
Grant Applications (excluding subatomic physics resources)  
Applications to the MRS program are reviewed by a multidisciplinary Grant Selection 
Committee. This Committee is composed of distinguished members who have extensive 
expertise in, and broad practical knowledge of, experimental and thematic resources in 
the various disciplines that NSERC serves.  
 
For each application, expert input will be sought from individual referees with relevant 
expertise. Alternatively, a discipline-based ad hoc committee, comprised of former or 
current members of NSERC’s discipline-based Discovery Grants review committees and 
possibly other distinguished scientists, may be used to review all the applications in a 
certain discipline. The referees, or ad hoc committees, will be asked to provide NSERC 
with a written report addressing the eight selection criteria. No explicit funding 
recommendation (amount) will be requested in such a report. 
 
Furthermore, for any application requesting an average (over the requested duration) of 
$500,000 per year or more, the MRS Grant Selection Committee may also receive input 
from an expert ad hoc committee that would perform an on-site evaluation and review of 
the resource. NSERC reserves the right to perform an on-site evaluation and review of 
any resource that applies to the MRS program, even for requests that are less than an 
average of $500,000 per year. Resources requesting an average (over the requested 
duration) of $1 million per year or more may also be invited to make an oral presentation 
to the MRS Grant Selection Committee. 
 
The MRS Grant Selection Committee makes the conclusive recommendation to NSERC 
on any application.  

                                                 
1 The MFA program was replaced by the MRS program in the spring of 2006. 



 
 

 

 

 
Grant Applications (subatomic physics resources)  
 
In the case of subatomic physics resources, grant applications are only reviewed by the 
Subatomic Physics Section. No external input is usually sought. The Section may request 
expert input from individual referees in other disciplines, if necessary. Furthermore, for 
any application requesting an average (over the requested duration) of $500,000 per year 
or more, the Subatomic Physics Section may also receive input from an expert ad hoc 
committee that would perform an on-site evaluation and review of the resource. NSERC 
reserves the right to perform an on-site evaluation and review of any subatomic physics 
resource, even for requests that are less than an average of $500,000 per year. According 
to the internal procedures of the Subatomic Physics Section, resources may be invited to 
make oral presentations during the Large Project Day held every year by this Section. 
The Subatomic Physics Section makes the conclusive recommendation to NSERC on any 
subatomic physics grant application to the MRS program. 
 
8.10 Duration and Conditions  
 
MRS grants can be awarded for up to five years. For a given proposal, the MRS Grant 
Selection Committee can recommend any duration it considers appropriate on the basis of 
the evaluation of the application.  
 
It is important to remember that when a one-year award is recommended, the applicant 
will only have about five months to address any problems noted by the Committee, since 
comments are sent in April and applications are due by October 1.  
 
For grants whose average is of $500,000 per year or higher, the payment of the second 
and any of the subsequent yearly installments (up to year 5) is conditional on the 
submission of an annual activity report to NSERC. The deadline for the submission of 
such a report is February 1.  
 
8.11 Guidelines for Reduced Funding Recommendations  
 
The MRS Grant Selection Committee may reduce or discontinue funding of a resource 
when:  

• budgetary constraints only permit the support of more meritorious proposals;  

• an application does not contain sufficient information, in the opinion of the 
Committee, to allow adequate assessment of each selection criterion; or  

• the resource no longer satisfies the selection criteria.  
 
Such an action cannot, however, be taken lightly. In order to ensure an orderly transition 
for resources receiving funding above $100,000 per year, the following guidelines should 
be considered for the reduction or termination of grants:  



 
 

 

 

• For resources receiving a grant of over $250,000 per year, funding may be 
reduced by up to 20 percent.  

• For resources receiving a grant between $100,000 and $250,000 per year, funding 
may be reduced by up to 50 percent.  

• For resources that hold separate grants and that apply jointly in a single 
application, the sum of the current individual grants should be considered as the 
present funding level and the above guidelines should apply.  

 
Regardless of the current level of support, when a recommendation for a reduction or 
termination of funding is considered, the Committee is asked to carefully review the 
resource’s budget and consider the impact of such a recommendation on the resource’s 
current commitments. Based on this analysis, the Committee is asked to recommend a 
funding level that would permit an orderly transition. Written comments must 
accompany all recommendations for reduction or termination.  
 
The Committee may request to deviate from the above guidelines by making a case to the 
program officer and team leader.  
 
The onus is on the applicant to provide sufficient details to allow the MRS Grant 
Selection Committee to recommend the appropriate level of funding. In situations where 
insufficient details are provided, either as part of an Application for a Grant (Form 101) 
or a Personal Data Form (Form 100), the Committee can recommend a reduced duration, 
reduced funding, or no funding.  
 
8.12 Deliverables  
 
The MRS Grant Selection Committee members who participate in the assessment of an 
application will be asked to rate it and make a funding recommendation (amount and 
duration). Committee members should review the applications assigned to them 
according to the selection criteria listed above. Reviews, formal consultations or site visit 
reports will be supplied to the Committee members as soon as they are received by 
NSERC. These reviews, consultations and reports help provide deeper overall 
assessments of the applications. The members of the MRS Grant Selection Committee 
should consider the reviews, consultations and reports as key tools in the evaluation 
process. The members must, however, ultimately base their recommendations on their 
own assessments. The reviews, consultations and reports contribute to these assessments, 
but they must not be used on their own to either accept or reject a proposal.  
 
Note: The MRS Grant Selection Committee could have access to the previous 

comments (Message to Applicant) sent to an applicant at the time of the last 
review of the applicant’s resource, if applicable. These comments should be 
reviewed only at the end of the deliberations on the application to ensure that the 
current Committee is making a recommendation that takes into account requests 
or obligations previously communicated to the applicant. When making its 
recommendation, the Committee may take into account issues raised previously 



 
 

 

 

that have or have not been adequately addressed by the applicant in a new 
application.  

8.13 Use of the Rating Form  
 
An excellent aid for reviewing MRS applications is the Rating Form – Major Resources 
Support Grant Application that is provided by NSERC. This form is used by the 
discipline-based review committees or referees. The form focuses on the evaluation 
criteria and integrates all relevant information. Using this form helps to ensure that all 
criteria are taken into account when formulating a recommendation. Once completed, the 
form should be treated as containing protected information.  
 
8.14 Preparing Comments to Applicants  
 
Comments from the MRS Grant Selection Committee are required for all applicants. The 
internal reviewers of the Committee must prepare such comments for the applications 
they were assigned. The comments must be circulated within the Committee and be 
carefully reviewed to ensure that they represent the Committee’s discussion and 
consensus. The final version of the comments must reflect the opinion of the entire 
Committee. Constructive comments to applicants are of vital importance to enable them 
to improve future applications. The Committee is encouraged to provide constructive, 
specific, and helpful comments to applicants. Both strengths and weaknesses are 
appropriate for comment. The comments must be in accordance with NSERC guidelines 
and appropriate for transmission to the applicant. If at all possible, the Committee should 
write the comments in the applicant’s preferred language.  
 
8.15 Rating Form – Major Resources Support Grant Application 
 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/MRSRatingForm-SRMFormEval_eng.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/MRSRatingForm-SRMFormEval_eng.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/MRSRatingForm-SRMFormEval_eng.pdf


 
 
 

 
 

Rating Form – Major Resources Support Grant Application 
 
 
 

Applicant:   University:   

Application no.:   Name of reviewing ad hoc committee or 
referee:  
 
 

Title:   
 

Requested amounts:   
 

Degree of relevance to the reviewing committee or referee: 

 High  Medium  Low 

Total number of applications with a high or medium degree of relevance for the reviewing committee (not 
applicable to referees):   
 

Rank/priority of this application (1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc.) relative to the reviewed applications with a high or medium 
degree of relevance (not applicable to referees):   
 

Overall merit rating of this application (A+, A, A-, B+, etc.) 

Must be funded  A+  A  A- 

Worth funding  B+  B  B- 

Do not fund   C   

Who is providing this report:  
 
 
   Ad hoc discipline-based committee 
 
 
   Referee 

  
 



 
 
 

  
 

 
In order to assess whether the request for funds is justified, the following criteria must be addressed. Use a 
maximum of three pages for detailed comments and address all criteria in the same order as they are listed 
below. No explicit funding recommendation (amount) is requested. 

1. Comment on the uniqueness of the resource as demonstrated by (a) the fact that the research resource is 
not standard in a discipline and not commonly available in Canadian universities; (b) the national or 
international nature of the resource; (c) its uniqueness compared to any other Canadian resources that may be 
providing similar services; (d) the level of use of the resource by users (academic and non-academic) from 
outside the host institution and beyond a region. 

2. Comment on the use of the resource by the research community by taking into account (a) past (if 
applicable), current and projected level of use of the resource; (b) the accessibility of the resource to, and actual 
use by, researchers (academic and non-academic users) beyond the host institution and a region; (c) the 
potential for collaboration with complementary Canadian or, if applicable, international resources, (d) the extent 
to which the resource can accommodate the specialized needs of the users; (e) the demonstrated outreach to 
the potential Canadian or, if applicable, international academic and non-academic user communities. 

3. Comment on the need for access to the resource for the research programs and address (a) the impact 
of the resource on the advancement of the research programs of current and projected users and, when 
applicable, on the dissemination and use of the generated knowledge in the supported area(s) of research; 
(b) the consequence of the loss of access to the resource on the users’ research programs. 

4. Comment on the merit of the research programs that rely on access to the resource and excellence of 
the user community as demonstrated by (a) the quality, significance and pertinence of ongoing research 
programs of the users, in the case of experimental resources; (b) the quality, pertinence and impact of the past 
(if applicable), current and planned scientific activities, and significance of the research themes to the related 
communities, in the case of thematic resources; (c) the excellence of the users and, in the case of thematic 
resources, the excellence of activity organizers and users, and their level of commitment to the activities within 
the resource; (d) the scientific (knowledge and technology) return on the investment in the resource. 

5. Comment on the demonstrated need for support through an MRS grant and address (a) demonstrated 
need for, and effectiveness of, support through an MRS grant as opposed to other NSERC grants and 
contributions from other sources; (b) the nature and extent of the commitment and support from universities and 
other organizations; (c) the justification of the requested funds from NSERC; (d) the proposed sharing of costs 
among NSERC, universities and other sources, including user fees (if applicable); (e) the rationale for the 
proposed user fees (if applicable). 

6. Comment on the management of the resource and discuss (a) the effectiveness of the management 
structure; (b) the administration and allocation of access to the resource to different users (internal and external, 
from universities, government or industry); (c) the plan and budget for maintenance and operation of the 
resource; (d) the plan of the resource to keep abreast of scientific and technical advances, as well as to sustain 
well coordinated and leading-edge research activities. 

7. Comment on the contribution of the resource to the training of highly qualified personnel and discuss 
(a) the importance of the resource for training, including unique training opportunities offered by the resource; 
(b) the extent and excellence of training; (c) the opportunity for hands-on training. 

8. Comment on the Synergy that characterizes the resource. Synergy, in this case, is considered to be the 
extent to which a grouping of equipment, staff, or participants enhances the value and capability of a resource 
and enables researchers to obtain results or carry out studies that would otherwise be very difficult or 
impossible. 

9. Other comments 

 



 
   

9. Activities for February  
 
9.1 Logistics for Competition Session  
 
9.1.1 Agenda  
 
Your program officer (PO), in consultation with the section chair, will prepare an agenda 
for the competition session and forward it to you prior to the meetings. The agenda will 
specify the order in which applications will be considered and will indicate the estimated 
time to be spent on each category. The agenda will start with opening remarks from the 
section chair, a discussion of key issues on which consensus is needed prior to starting 
the reviews and a briefing on the mode of operation of the Evaluation Group. It will also 
include a policy meeting and a discussion of membership.  
 
9.1.2 Physical Arrangements  
 
Hotel and Travel  
 
The competition sessions are held for a number of Evaluation Groups on NSERC’s 
premises, Constitution Square, Tower II, 350 Albert Street, Ottawa, and for others at the 
Marriott Hotel, 100 Kent Street, Ottawa. Out-of-town members usually stay at the 
Marriott Hotel which is located one block away from our offices.  
 
Information regarding travel and physical arrangements for the February meetings will be 
sent to you in December. At such time, you will be required to confirm your hotel and 
travel arrangements through Carlson Wagonlit by Global Travel Centre, NSERC’s travel 
agent (see Appendix 4). Members not requiring travel arrangements must still 
contact NSERC’s travel agent to confirm their hotel reservations.  
 
9.2 Roles and Responsibilities for Evaluation Group Members and NSERC 
Staff  
 
Section Chair  
 
The section chair provides leadership to ensure the orderly and complete evaluation of 
applications and the transmission of accurate recommendations to NSERC. The section 
chair ensures that all important aspects of proposals are considered and that an Evaluation 
Group consensus is reached for all applications.  
 
The section chair leads the Evaluation Group’s efforts to maintain the high quality of peer 
evaluation. This includes advance briefing of EG members and ensuring the consistency 
and equity of approach of the EG in the February meetings.  
 

 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/4Travel-Deplacements_eng.pdf


 
   

The section chair will also be the EG spokesperson in dealings with NSERC on policy 
issues, new emerging areas of research, particular discipline problem areas, etc. This 
includes submitting an annual report to NSERC.  
 
The section chair coordinates the preparation of comments to applicants during the 
competition session to ensure that they reflect the full Evaluation Group consensus and 
not the views of a single member.  
 
EG Members  
 
See also Section 1.2 of this Manual. Specific responsibilities during the February 
meetings include:  
 

• Providing in-depth evaluations for a subset of all applications (the ones for which 
you are a 1st or 2nd  reviewer) assigned to that EG and presenting your assessment 
to the Evaluation Group (this may entail written comments);  

• Reading and being ready to discuss applications assigned to you as a “reviewer” 
in addition to those for which you are 1st or 2nd reviewer;  

• Preparing comments that reflect the full Evaluation Group consensus;  
• Adhering to NSERC’s guidelines and regulations on the review of applications, 

conflict of interest, communication with applicants and confidentiality.  
 
Some EGs use sections. You may participate as part of a section to evaluate RTI, MRS 
applications, etc. This will be confirmed by your program officer.  
 
Program Officers  
 

• The program officer advises on NSERC policies, guidelines and procedures and 
helps ensure consistency in evaluation of all applications assigned to the EG;  

• Serves as the “Evaluation Group memory” by bringing relevant documentation to 
the attention of the Evaluation Group to aid it in its deliberations;  

• Ensures that grant recommendations (level and duration) are accurately recorded 
and that EG comments that reflect the consensus of the Evaluation Group are 
prepared where they are required;  

• Ensures that recommended awards conform with the budget allocated to the EG 
and with NSERC guidelines;  

• Brings any problem areas to the attention of the section chair or the Evaluation 
Group chair, or to the team leader or director;  

• Ensures consistency of approach (e.g., use of referees, evaluation of RTI 
applications, funding policy) from year to year;  

• Assists the EG in the use of the reference material provided by NSERC;  
• Assists the EG in identifying candidates for Evaluation Group membership.  

 
Program officers are not Evaluation Group members and do not have voting rights on the 
Evaluation Group.  
 

 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/June-Juin_eng.pdf


 
   

 
Evaluation Group Chairs  
 
Evaluation Group chairs are members of the Committee on Grants and Scholarships 
(COGS). In this capacity, they act in the best interest of all areas of science and 
engineering, while bringing to the discussion their particular knowledge of the disciplines 
under their purview. Evaluation Group chairs oversee both the Evaluation Groups and the 
scholarships and fellowships selection committees.  
 
One of the principal roles of Evaluation Group chairs during the competition sessions is 
to monitor the quality of review in the Evaluation Group(s) under their responsibility and 
to interact with them as necessary. This includes acting as a constructive critic, advising 
Evaluation Groups on NSERC policies and procedures, and representing their opinions 
and concerns to COGS and to NSERC. While the Group chair role is associated with 
disciplines close to their own field of expertise, Evaluation Group chairs are encouraged 
to sit in on Evaluation Groups in other disciplines to familiarize themselves with those 
discipline-specific issues or dynamics.  
 
Evaluation Group chairs are not members of the Evaluation Groups under their purview 
and do not vote. Evaluation Group chairs may attend only part of the competition 
sessions and normally attend policy meetings of the relevant Evaluation Groups. More 
specifically Evaluation Group chairs will:  
 

• monitor the effect of the budgetary situation on new applicant recommendations, 
success rates and grant values;  

• advise NSERC on special requests by Evaluation Groups such as the transfer of 
funds from one program (e.g., between PGS and PDF) or category to another, 
requests to carry forward a budgetary surplus, or other exceptional requests;  

• attend the discussion of specific cases, as identified by NSERC staff;  
• when possible, attend the discussion of applications from EG members (the 

Conflict of Interest Guidelines require the presence of a Group chair or delegate);  
• observe the mode of operation of the Evaluation Groups, peer review process, 

group dynamics and other issues (problem areas, overlap with other funding 
agencies, etc.); monitor the quality of the comments to Discovery Grants 
applicants;  

• identify any policy issues that may require discussion at COGS or action by staff;  
• participate in the discussion of the membership for the following year. Evaluation 

Group chairs help NSERC to identify next year’s section chair(s) for Evaluation 
Groups, in consultation with the NSERC staff, the current section chair(s) and 
senior EG members;  

• review the statistics on and trends in awards made upon recommendation of the 
Evaluation Groups and the list of any other awards approved by executive action;  

• periodically review the jurisdiction of Evaluation Groups and recommend 
changes as appropriate;  

 



 
   

• for the PGS and PDF programs, provide input on where to draw the funding 
cutoff line for committees under their purview and monitor the quality of 
applications just above and below that line.  
 

One Evaluation Group chair will preside over the Chairs Selection Committee, which 
selects winners for the André Hamer Postgraduate Prizes and the Howard Alper 
Postdoctoral Prize. This committee meets by teleconference two weeks after the February 
PGS/PDF competition.  
 
The work of an Evaluation Group chair, like that of an NSERC staff member, is a 
delicate balance of advocate, advisor, and critic. The Evaluation Groups have full 
responsibility for the evaluation of grant and scholarship applications assigned to them 
according to policy guidelines established by NSERC. Only in situations involving a 
violation of guidelines or “unfair” evaluation is a recommendation overturned. The 
Evaluation Group chairs and NSERC staff work together to monitor the quality of review 
and to develop policy.  
 
Directors  
 
The directors (Research Grants) work with Evaluation Group chairs to monitor the 
quality of peer review and the effectiveness of programs. They also identify and monitor 
policy issues and provide advice to Evaluation Group chairs and program officers on the 
interpretation of policies and rules.  
 
As much as possible, directors attend the policy meetings of the EGs under their 
responsibility and identify new section chairs for EGs.  
 
Team Leaders  
 
The team leaders are responsible for discipline groupings. They observe the deliberations 
of all EGs under their responsibility, maintain relationships with the EGs, provide advice 
to program officers and EGs on policy, specific cases and procedural issues and assist 
with problems. They attend the February policy meetings of the EGs and brief members 
on new developments at NSERC.  
 
Program Assistants  
 
Program assistants provide support to program officers in all aspects of the competition, 
e.g., by typing comments and other documents as needed, by assisting with transfers of 
applications and requests for consultation, by replacing the program officer for short 
periods of time, as required.  
 
Program Operations Unit Staff  
 
Secretariat Offices will operate throughout the competition, one on NSERC’s premises 
and one at the Marriott Hotel. The Secretariat is the first point of contact for 

 



 
   

questions/problems regarding logistics and physical arrangements (meeting rooms, food, 
security and keys, light, photocopying, faxes, changes in travel arrangements, messages, 
etc.).  
 
9.3 Group Dynamics  
 
In 1994, NSERC commissioned a study of the Research Grants adjudication process. One 
component of the analysis focused on the patterns of group communication observed in 
EGs and examined the kinds of roles played by chairs, program officers and members. 
The following is a description of the roles observed in NSERC EGs and a brief 
discussion of how they can enhance or disrupt the adjudication process. This section was 
prepared by Dr. Barbara Carroll* who conducted the study. It is included in the Peer 
Review Manual to alert you to the potential effects of group dynamics and to help you 
maintain constructive group dynamics throughout the competition session.  
* Copy of analysis available upon request.  
 
Adjudicative fairness is mediated by the kinds of group dynamics that occur in EGs. 
Constructive dynamics help ensure fairness by focusing the discussion on the evaluation 
criteria, detecting and offsetting biases related to the application of NSERC policies and 
avoiding the kind of social influence that leads to decisions based on factors that are 
unrelated to the evaluation criteria. On the other hand, destructive group dynamics 
provide the kinds of conditions that allow social influence to go unchecked and so they 
increase the chances that research grants will be awarded on the basis of anything other 
than rational arguments.  
 
The type of social influence that is most likely to influence a EG’s decision-making 
process can be blatant and include discussion of factors such as an applicant’s 
personality, marital status, culture or university politics. Often it is more subtle.  
 
Discussion may centre on factors that have their origins in NSERC’s evaluation criteria, 
but go beyond these criteria to involve judgments based on personal knowledge of the 
applicant or unsubstantiated inferences (e.g., guesses about the nature of the collaboration 
between members of a research team, judgments about an applicant’s ability based on 
self-presentation skills during an information session, or inferences about a relationship 
between an applicant and an external assessor in the absence of supporting evidence). 
Alternatively, the discussion may be coloured by pervasive positive or negative 
judgments as can occur, for instance, when an applicant is labelled a “star” or recognized 
as the recipient of a previous nil recommendation.  
 
Whether group dynamics are constructive or destructive depends largely on the roles 
played by EG members. Within EGs there are two prescribed roles: the section chair and 
the NSERC program officer. There are also at least four emergent roles including the 
more constructive Watchdog and Humorist roles, as well as the potentially destructive 
Bulldozer and Compulsive roles. These emergent roles may be played by a Evaluation 
Group member, or they can be incorporated into the role of section chair or program 
officer.  

 



 
   

 
A major role of the EG Chair is to provide procedural leadership and, together with the 
program officer, the chair is officially responsible for ensuring a fair adjudication 
process. The role of section chair is governed by NSERC guidelines. NSERC’s system 
for selecting section chairs is generally excellent. As a result, most EGs can rely on their 
section chairs to provide direction and monitor the fairness of the adjudication process. 
This excellence cannot be automatically assumed, however. When section chairs are 
more non-directive by nature, they may be less active in promoting fairness. Under these 
conditions, the possibility of social influence increases. To counter this, the NSERC 
program officer may work together with the section chair and play an active role in 
ensuring fairness.  
Alternatively, the integrity of the adjudication process may be preserved if at least one of 
the EG members is willing to assume the role of Watchdog.  
 
Watchdogs have the ability to stand back from the content of the Evaluation Group’s 
discussion, monitor the underlying decision-making process and detect potential biases 
and social influence attempts. When they detect these, they are conscientious about 
bringing them to the attention of the EG and restoring fairness by focusing on the 
evaluation criteria and/or NSERC policies. Good section chairs inevitably play a 
Watchdog role. When they do not, EG members should look for evidence of a Watchdog 
among their colleagues and actively reinforce those playing this role.  
 
Although Watchdogs are generally effective in promoting constructive group dynamics, 
they can be less effective when they monitor for aspects of the decision-making process 
that have little to do with the evaluation criteria, (e.g., very fine points of language usage, 
correct reporting style for journal articles, or for evidence that dissertation supervisors 
had attended to the more practical aspects of preparing new applicants for an academic 
career), and when their Watchdog role is moderated by a Bulldozer tendency to believe 
that these issues should be incorporated into the Evaluation Group’s decision-making 
process. This type of Watchdog/Bulldozer combination can be neutralized by an effective 
section chair, an NSERC program officer, or a more constructive Watchdog, any of 
whom can refocus the EG discussion on more legitimate concerns.  
 
Of all the group roles, the role of Bulldozer is the most likely to lead to destructive group 
dynamics. Bulldozers are very vocal, forceful Evaluation Group members who have a 
hidden agenda about what types of applications should be funded. They are generally 
intent on having their views adopted by the Evaluation Group and they attempt to 
persuade others to their viewpoint using social influence as well as arguments based on 
the evaluation criteria. NSERC Evaluation Groups are generally large enough, structured 
enough, and well-managed enough to contain full-blown Bulldozers. When they do 
emerge they are most likely to be seen as a more moderate Watchdog/Bulldozer 
combination. They are also most likely to surface in EGs with nondirective section 
chairs. In these cases, Bulldozers will quickly assume a directive leadership role, and will 
be unwilling to yield this. They are best managed by Watchdogs who detect their attempt 
to control the group discussion early, and who stop their attempts at social influence 
before they become an established Evaluation Group norm.  

 



 
   

 
Bulldozers are most destructive when they are also the section chair because then their 
attempts at influence have added authority. It is therefore important that EG members 
make recommendations to NSERC staff about future section chairs carefully, and that 
they not confuse dominance with good leadership.  
 
Bulldozers are destructive not only because they can subvert the decision-making 
process, but also because they lower the morale of the Evaluation Group by introducing a 
confrontational tone to the discussion. In general, high morale and group cohesion is 
essential to maintain the high level of commitment needed to overcome the effects of 
fatigue. One of the most effective roles for promoting these qualities is that of a 
Humorist. Often this role is played by the section chair, but it may also be played by 
another EG member. Humorists keep the tone of the discussion light, prevent the build-
up of any resentment, and help defuse conflict. In these ways they can help offset the 
frustration caused by Bulldozers and generally foster the kind of positive group climate 
that helps ensure fair adjudications. In EG deliberations humour is most effective when it 
is used between the discussion of consecutive applications, when it is brief and when it 
refers to the discussion that has just taken place. It is more destructive if it is prolonged, 
sarcastic in tone, or unrelated to the Evaluation Group discussion. In any of these cases, it 
breaks the Evaluation Group’s momentum and makes it more difficult to remain focused 
on their task. Thus, it is important for EG members to encourage constructive humorists 
but to curb the efforts of their less constructive counterparts.  
 
A final group role that has an impact on group dynamics is that of a Compulsive who 
considers it necessary to engage in very detailed discussions of each application. A love 
of detail is not, in itself, destructive. It can become so, however, under conditions of high 
time pressure and when other Evaluation Group members are more general in their 
assessments. In these cases, an overemphasis on detail can promote high levels of 
frustration and so reduce both morale and concerns about fairness. Compulsives do not 
promote high levels of frustration when other EG members have a similar style but they 
do increase time pressure which may, in turn, have a negative impact on adjudicative 
fairness.  
 
Generally, Compulsives need to have their input curtailed because of its impact on group 
morale and fatigue. This is sometimes difficult, however, because their intention is to be 
fair. Many section chairs deal with compulsives by imposing general limits on the length 
and nature of the comments given by first and second reviewers. In the case of a more 
non-directive section chair, this kind of procedural intervention would be appropriate for 
either the NSERC program officer or a Watchdog.  
 
9.4 Late Transfers and Consultations  
 
During the competition session, EGs may identify applications which have been assigned 
incorrectly to the Evaluation Group. Should this happen, bring the application(s) to the 
attention of your program officer and section chair. The program officer will then consult 
with the appropriate section chair and program officer to determine where the most 

 



 
   

appropriate review can take place. Since such cases are often at the boundary between the 
mandates of different EGs, it may not be possible to transfer the application. If the 
research program overlaps the two Evaluation Groups, an alternate option may be to 
request a consultation from the other EG, rather than transferring the application. Often, 
the best practice is to invite a member from the other EG to participate in the deliberation 
of the original Evaluation Group for that particular application.  
 
If another EG agrees that the application falls within its jurisdiction, any concurrent RTI 
application will also be transferred. The original EG should provide a consultation report 
to the other EG. If the application gets transferred during the competition session, it is 
likely that at least part of the proposal is relevant to that Evaluation Group.  
 
9.5 Procedures for Presenting Applications  
 
The EG first decides on a modus operandi for the discussion of applications. Before 
discussion of each case, the section chair will ask if members wish to declare a conflict 
(see Sections 5.4.4, 6.9.1 and 7.4). Refer to your EG procedures for specific details on 
presenting applications. While EGs are not encouraged to set a time limit for each 
reviewer to speak or for the consideration of each case, section chairs and/or program 
officers must ensure that discussions proceed at a rate that will allow the EG to get 
through its work within the time available.  
 
The section chair may invite Evaluation Group members and the program officer to flag 
applications for reconsideration when there are lingering doubts.  
 
9.6 Comments to Applicants  
 
Following the discussion of each Discovery Grant application, the section chair will 
indicate if comments to the applicant(s) are needed and will designate a member to 
prepare these comments.  
 
While reviewers may have drafted comments prior to the February EG discussion, the 
final version must reflect the consensus of the entire Evaluation Group. EGs are 
encouraged to finalize as many comments as possible during the competition session. 
Comments are collected regularly from the Evaluation Group room, typed and returned to 
the Evaluation Group room for verification. Members preparing comments should ensure 
that they are drafted before the end of each day and should verify the accuracy and 
completeness of the typed version.  
 
Many EGs reserve a portion of each day to go over comments and verify that they reflect 
the consensus opinion. The section chair or delegate is ultimately responsible for 
certifying that the comments represent the Evaluation Group consensus. All Messages to 
Applicants forms must be submitted to NSERC within one week of the end of the EG’s 
meetings in February.  
 

 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DecJan-DecJan_eng.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/DG-SD_eng.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/RTII-OIIR_eng.pdf


 
  

 

 

9.7 Policy Meeting  
 
Each EG holds a brief policy meeting following the completion of its deliberations. The 
policy meeting generally includes a discussion of the quality of applications, the number 
and quality of new applicants, selectivity, problem cases, comments on NSERC’s 
administrative services, policies, forms, literature, etc.  
 
In addition, feedback from the EG is sought on policy matters currently under review at 
NSERC. Your program officer and section chair will prepare an agenda for the policy 
meeting portion of the EG’s competition agenda. This agenda will be distributed to 
members in advance of the February meetings.  
 
9.8 Membership Recommendations  
 
The process of identifying new EG members to replace those whose term ends in June 
normally starts in September (see Section 3.7 and Appendix 1) and continues throughout 
the fall and winter. To facilitate and accelerate the process of completing the EG’s 
membership for the following year, all information about the background, stature and 
experience of nominees should be forwarded to the program officer. References on the 
nominees’ suitability to participate in the peer review process and to work in a Evaluation 
Group setting should also be provided.  
 
The agenda of the EG’s February meetings will include a discussion of the Evaluation 
Group membership. Ideally, all potential members should have been identified at that 
time so that the EG as a whole can discuss the suggestions and establish priorities.  
 
9.9 Confidentiality of EG Funding Recommendations  
 
EG funding recommendations are subject to approval by NSERC and may be changed for 
reasons of budget, administrative error or lack of full adherence to NSERC policies.  
NSERC announces decisions on grants in late March following final approval by the 
president. Master lists are released to each university shortly before, or concurrent with, 
individual letters of notification. Funding decisions are also posted on the NSERC Web 
site.  
 
Details of the EG discussion on a specific applicant are confidential and must not be 
divulged to others. Release of information to applicants must be done through NSERC.  
Under no circumstances should EG members divulge to anyone the recommendations 
emanating from the February competition or relating to appeals subsequent to the 
competition. 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/Sept-Sept_eng.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/Reviewers-Examinateurs/1MembGuidelines-MembLignesDirect_eng.pdf


 
  
 

 

10. Activities for March and April  
 
10.1 Communication With Applicants  
 
Requests from applicants for an explanation of the results of the competition must be 
routed through NSERC. If approached by researchers, Evaluation Group (EG) members 
should tell them that NSERC requires that all enquiries about individual cases be sent to 
NSERC, and that EG members are not permitted to discuss the deliberations specific to 
any case. EG members may wish to point out that NSERC regulations require them to 
leave the room during discussion of a colleague’s application.  
 
This policy has been developed as a result of such experiences as:  
 

• serious complaints from EG members being bombarded by telephone calls;  
• applicants playing off one committee member against another;  
• oral comments being taken out of context or misinterpreted and then fed back to 

NSERC as a complaint against the EG;  
• disagreement between the written EG comments and the “grapevine”;  
• appeals launched on the basis of the oral comments of an EG member;  
• requests from a number of senior university administrators to present a single, 

coherent message to grantees/applicants, and reduce the time wasted in what is 
often misinterpreted rumours.  

 
10.2 Finalization of Messages to Applicants  
 
The program officer reviews all messages to applicants. This step ensures that any 
feedback to applicants is consistent with NSERC policies and guidelines, and is clear and 
detailed enough to be useful to the applicant in preparing future submissions. 
Occasionally, the program officer may identify problems with the comments and will 
discuss the case with the section chair. In some cases, the problem will be solved by 
clarifying the comments with the author. In other cases, it may be necessary to review the 
basis for the recommendation and/or the recommendation itself. While these cases are 
rare, you may be consulted on such cases.  
 
The section chair reviews and approves all messages to applicants before these are sent to 
researchers, to ensure that the comments reflect the consensus of the EG. All researchers, 
including those who do not automatically receive comments from the EG, automatically 
receive reports from referees (if they are available on file). Researchers must not 
correspond with EG members or referees.  
 
10.3 Annual Report  
 
The EG annual report represents the formal record of the EG’s and section chair’s 
feedback on the competition and is distributed to members of NSERC staff and of the 



 
  
 

 

Committee on Grants and Scholarships (COGS) for information and follow-up. It is a key 
source document for policy discussions of COGS. Occasionally, the EG annual report is 
distributed publicly to such groups as department chairs in a given discipline, 
professional associations, etc.  
 
The EG annual report is prepared by the section chair(s) with assistance from the 
program officer and should be submitted by April 1. It should be short (four to five 
pages) and highlight:  

• the EG’s general impression of the quality of proposals, pressures on the budget, 
issues of concerns, new areas of research and success stories;  

• comments and recommendations on policies and procedures. These could include, 
but are not limited to: feedback on program philosophy and objectives, and their 
link to the optimal use of resources for the support of sciences and engineering; 
trends and issues within the discipline; comments on program delivery 
mechanisms, program literature and forms; and identification of research suitable 
for public relations efforts;  

• competition statistics that may be included as an appendix to the annual report or 
within the body of the report. As these numbers and statistics do not represent the 
final and official results of the competition (these are to be prepared for the May 
meeting of the Committee on Grants and Scholarships), a disclaimer to that effect 
will appear on the first page of the report, and also on these appendices.  

• Suggestions for new EG members;  
• Additional topics relevant to the EG.  

 
Some of these issues may be covered in the minutes of policy meetings and need not be 
repeated, but may be referenced. The program officer will prepare the minutes of the 
policy meeting and complement these with statistics prepared by staff, e.g., number of 
applications and awards, success rates, mean and median grant, frequency distribution of 
awards and changes in grant levels. Some program officers will include these minutes as 
an appendix in the EG annual report. The program officer will also maintain and update 
documents on EG procedures.  
 
10.4 Membership  
 
Following the February meetings, program officers will formulate recommendations to 
the corporate secretary for new appointments to the EGs. These recommendations include 
comments on the background, stature and experience of nominees, as well as references 
on their suitability to participate in the peer review process and work in a committee 
setting. Factors such as the nominee’s involvement in cross-disciplinary and collaborative 
research may also be considered. Past EG members may be approached by the program 
officer to provide such comments and references.  
 



 
 
 

 

 

10.5 Appeals  
 
An appeal of a decision on an NSERC application must be based on a compelling 
demonstration of error or procedural unfairness in the review process. The appeal 
procedure is designed to ensure that the applicant has been treated fairly and consistently 
in the context of a program that has limited funds. NSERC strives to provide equitable 
treatment of applications and fair assessments in accordance with the selection criteria, 
and existing budgetary constraints. EG members are not usually involved in the analysis 
of appeals of decision. NSERC normally reviews appeals in consultation with senior 
advisors with previous experience in the NSERC system who were not involved in the 
original review of the application.  
 
For details on the appeal process, consult the Web site. 



 

 

Appendix 1  
 
Guidelines Governing Membership of Selection 
Committees and Panels  
 
The following criteria and guidelines govern the appointment of members of NSERC 
selection committees and panels. These guidelines were approved by the three program 
standing committees (Committee on Scholarships and Fellowships, Committee on 
Research Grants and Committee on Research Partnerships) and presented to NSERC's 
Council at its June 2001 meeting.  
 
Composition  
 
In order to perform its task efficiently and equitably, each selection committee or panel 
must represent diversified expertise in the areas of research covered by the committee or 
panel and have good judgement and a broad knowledge of the areas, including new and 
emerging ones that are often at the frontier between disciplines, and an ability to assess 
the potential contribution of the proposals against the objectives of the program.  

Selection committees and panels are peer based. Although the majority of panel members 
are drawn from Canadian universities, committees and panels should include research 
managers, experienced practitioners (those with hands-on experience) and researchers 
from industry, government laboratories and/or foreign institutions. Recently retired 
individuals who remain very active in research are potential members.  

Members from the private and public sectors provide an important perspective in the 
assessment of applications. Their participation in the review process can enhance 
awareness and appreciation of the value of applied research and the potential for 
application of basic concepts to technology transfer or, where appropriate, 
commercialization. Members from the private and public sectors can offer an 
understanding of the potential exploitation of research results in commercial operations.  

Members from outside the Canadian university system provide valuable contributions 
and help bring fresh ideas to the process. This is particularly important in relatively small 
disciplines, or in areas where Canadian expertise is concentrated in only a few 
institutions.  

In addition to bringing an international perspective, foreign members bring with them 
valuable experience with other peer review systems and research communities.  

Although each committee or panel should be representative of the community it serves, 
members should not be considered representatives of their university, industry or 
government department. 

 



 

 

Potential members include accomplished researchers, new scientists and engineers from 
all sectors and all universities, large or small. Members need not be NSERC grantees. 
Scholarships selection committees should also include postdoctoral fellows.  

Because of the diversity of the population of Canada and of the research community, 
other factors need to be taken into account to ensure equitable representation of various 
groups. For example, both women and men should participate in the selection process, 
the various fields of research under the purview of a committee must be adequately 
represented over time, the different regions of Canada must participate fully in the 
selection process and each committee must be able to assess applications in Canada's two 
official languages.  

Membership Dynamics 

To maintain a certain stability in membership while providing a mechanism for 
membership renewal, NSERC has established a rotation pattern based on three-year terms 
for committee and panel members. These terms represent an appropriate balance between 
giving members time to become familiar with policies and procedures and time to deal 
with the workload. Three-year terms also address the need for renewal, so that it is not 
always the same people involved in the review process. Inasmuch as possible, one third 
of the membership should be replaced each year.  

Roles and Responsibilities for Appointments  

Selection committee and panel members are appointed by the Corporate Secretary to 
Council, upon co-approved by the appropriate Director and/or Vise-President. In 
developing recommendations, Program Officers, in consultation with Team Leaders 
and/or the Director:  

• review nominations from the universities, professional and learned societies 
and the committees or panels themselves;  

• consult the selection committees and panels (including the incoming Chair) on 
their perceived needs for the short and medium term and on the suitability of 
nominations received; and  

• consult advisors, including the Chair of the Committee on Research 
Partnerships, to seek references on the suitability of nominees.  

The committee and panel chairs are appointed by NSERC, generally from the continuing 
members of the committee or panel.  

Guidelines for Nominators, Panels and NSERC Staff  

It is essential that committees and panels examine trends in research and lend special 
consideration to planning their expertise requirements for the next three years, noting 
particular pressures, or changes in direction of research; it is important to recommend the 

 



 

 

appointment of new members to cover new or priority areas. One-for-one replacement is 
not always appropriate.  

Prime considerations in the renewal of membership are the nominees' stature in the 
research community, their areas of expertise and breadth of interest, their good judgement 
and their ability to work on a committee or panel. In addition to the requirements of 
competency and being representative of the community the committee or panel serves, 
the following guidelines are taken into account in considering nominees:  

1. Each committee or panel must have the capability to review applications in 
Canada's two official languages. In addition to recruiting a minimum of two 
members whose first official language is French, committees should have as many 
bilingual members as possible.  

2. Each committee or panel should reflect the gender balance of the community it 
represents and, if possible, include a minimum of two women and two men.  

3. The extension of a term for one additional year may be accepted in exceptional 
circumstances, for example in situations where a disproportionately high turnover 
of membership occurs.  

4. Individuals who have previously served on a selection committee or panel may be 
re-appointed to that same committee or panel to ensure the necessary stature or to 
satisfy other guidelines. However, a minimum of four years should elapse before 
re-appointment.  

5. Consecutive representation from a given institution should be avoided. Exceptions 
may occur if there is a concentration of excellent researchers in a few large 
departments or if other guidelines cannot otherwise be satisfied.  

6. Except in unusual circumstances (e.g., when a member moves or areas of research 
are rearranged between panels), the simultaneous membership of two persons 
from the same university on a committee or panel is not permitted. Because of 
conflict of interest guidelines that preclude members from being involved in the 
review of applications from their own institution, the committee or panel would 
be short two members when applications from that institution are reviewed.  

7. Individuals from the university sector whose duties include fund-raising for 
research and co-ordination of research contracts or the selection of PGS 
applications submitted to NSERC cannot be considered for membership on a 
selection committee or panel, as their functions put them in the position of a real 
or perceived conflict of interest. These groups include Research Grants Officers, 
Directors of Research Offices and Vice-Presidents (Research) for grants selection 
committees and panels, and Scholarships Liaison Officers and Deans of Graduate 
Studies for scholarships and fellowships committees. Such individuals may, 
however, be considered for appointment to NSERC standing committees, where 
the principal function is policy development.  

8. Members should be drawn from the various regions of the country and from large 
and small institutions.  

9. Representation from outside the Canadian academic community is important. This 
includes the Canadian public and private sectors, and also researchers from 
foreign institutions. Committees and panels should have at least one person from 
an institution other than a Canadian university. Canadians or ex-Canadians 



 

 

working abroad are generally valuable participants in the NSERC peer review 
system. The balance of university, private and public sector members changes 
from committee to committee or panel to panel and reflects the nature of the fields 
covered by each committee or panel, or the need for consideration of the 
application of research results. Some committees or panels will require a larger 
representation from outside the academic sector than others.  

 
Recommendations not consistent with the guidelines, as well as recommendations for a 
change in the size of the committee or panel, must be fully documented.  
 
Note: Committee or panel members 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 while an investigation is under way.  
 



 

 

Appendix 2  
 
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 organization. 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 that 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 such circumstances 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 the selection committees 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 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).  
 
 



 

 

Appendix 3 
  
Guidelines on Conflicts of Interest  
 
The following compliance measures have been in use by NSERC committees for several 
years. These measures do not necessarily respond to all possible situations, and Council 
relies on the judgment of the committee members in developing measures that resolve 
real, potential, or apparent conflicts of interest in the public interest.  
 
I. Council  
 
Members who would be affected by a policy or financial decision of Council should 
clearly state the conflict of interest and Council should take appropriate action.  
 
II. 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 vote.  
 
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.  
 
III. Selection Committees and Panels (Grants and Senior Fellowships)  
 
Individual and Small Group Grants  
 
A member must not be assigned the application for review and must leave the room 
before discussion of the application without commenting:  
 

• when the member is the applicant, co-applicant or co-signer, or is from the 
same university/company/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 the member is an industrial or government representative 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 the member should not be 
involved in the review.  
 



 

 

For Discovery grants, applications from committee members must be reviewed in the 
presence of the Group Chair (or delegate).  
 
For Research Tools and Instruments Grants, the final ranking of applications must be 
done in the absence of members with an application in the competition.  
 
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 following process is to be used in 
such cases.  
 
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 will also 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 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.  
 
IV. 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.  
 
V. 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.  
 



 
  

Appendix 4 
 
Traveling on Behalf of NSERC 
 
During your mandate as an EG member, you will be asked to travel on the following 
occasions: 
 

• In September, some members will be invited to attend the Information Sessions at 
their own university or a nearby university. 

• In November, new members will be invited to attend the Orientation Session for 
New Members that will be held in Ottawa. 

• In November, EG Chairs will be asked to attend the Chairs’ Meeting, as well as 
participate in the Orientation Session for New Members that will be held in 
Ottawa. 

• In February, all members will need to attend the competition sessions. 
 
Your travel and living expenses, while on NSERC business, will be reimbursed by 
NSERC. 
 
Below, you will find useful information regarding meeting and travel arrangements with 
NSERC. 
 
1) NSERC’s Travel Service Provider 
 
Travel arrangements for all NSERC business are made through NSERC's Travel Agent, 
Carlson Wagonlit by Global Travel Centre. You may contact them: 
 

• by telephone at 613-238-0000 or 1-800-267-1264; 
• by fax at 613-238-8033; or 
• by e-mail at global@globaltravel.ca. 

 
There are several advantages to this mode of operation for you as well as for NSERC, 
including the following: 
 

• NSERC is billed directly for the travel and hotel costs; you do not need to pay 
first and be reimbursed after the meeting. 

• Members receive an automatic $600,000 air flight accident insurance ($500,000 
from AMEX and $100,000 from Carlson Wagonlit by Global Travel Centre). 

• NSERC qualifies for significant volume discount rates (through convention rates) 
and is able to minimize costs. 

• Your travel costs are calculated prior to the meeting. An automatic reimbursement 
is then provided to you after the meeting.  

 
You will receive details on travel arrangements prior to the meeting(s). Government 
employees, members using their own travel agent or renting a car, and contract members 
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are required to submit a travel expense claim form along with original receipts for all 
charges submitted for reimbursement. 
 
If you foresee incurring out-of-pocket expenses as a result of your NSERC activities, but 
separate from your attendance at meetings, discuss these with your Program Officer prior 
to the meeting. 
 
Note: For members traveling in September for information sessions, a package 
containing last minute information relating to the visit and a travel expense claim form 
will be sent to you before the visit. 
 
2) Frequent Flyer Points 
 
As of June 1, 2001, Treasury Board amended its Travel Policy to allow for frequent flyer 
points (e.g., Aeroplan for Air Canada and Air Miles for Westjet) to be collected from 
tickets purchased or reimbursed by the federal government. As we adhere to this Travel 
Policy, we are pleased to advise you that your frequent flyer membership number can be 
added to your reservation by our travel service provider to allow you to collect these 
points. Supply your membership number to Carlson Wagonlit by Global Travel Centre 
when making your next reservation. 
 
Note: The reimbursement of tickets purchased with frequent flyer points will not be 
allowed. Benefits that have been earned in a travel loyalty program, as a result of 
business travel transactions that are paid or reimbursed by government, are taxable 
benefits when redeemed for personal needs. For further information on this matter, refer 
to the Canada Customs and Revenue Agency (CCRA) Interpretation Bulletin IT-470R 
(Consolidated) – Employees' Fringe Benefits. The government will not issue a T4 or 
T4A slip in this regard. It is the responsibility of each member to report the 
applicable taxable benefit when completing their annual tax return. 
 
3) Electronic Ticketing  
 
Most major airlines issue electronic tickets. Air Canada, Westjet and Porter Airlines offer 
on-line check-in 24 hours prior to departure. This can be done on the airline's Web site by 
entering your booking reference number and following the steps. Some airlines, such as 
Westjet and Porter, are ticketless and only require the booking reference number/locator. 
 
How It Works 
All passengers must proceed to the relevant airline counter or the kiosk to obtain a 
boarding pass before going through security and then the departure gate. You will need a 
government-issued photo identification for all domestic flights and should have a copy of 
the electronic ticket, if possible, when traveling. For international flights, you must go 
directly to the airline check-in counter or kiosk area, present your travel receipt (as well 
as proper documents such as a passport or visa), and then proceed through customs in the 
usual manner. 
 

 



 
 

 

 

Note: Luggage fees may apply, especially when travelling on U.S. carriers. 
 
If you forget your travel receipt, go to the relevant airline check-in counter and present 
photo identification. You will then receive your boarding pass and can proceed as usual 
to the departure gate. 
 
Note: An electronic ticket (e-ticket) also serves as the "invoice" which provides 
confirmation, similar to a paper airline ticket, that travel has been purchased. The 
electronic ticket/invoice consists of the trip itinerary and a page entitled "Passenger 
Itinerary/Receipt" that includes additional invoicing details such as invoice number, date 
of issue, GST and the total airline ticket cost. These documents should be submitted in 
their entirety with your travel claims in lieu of a paper ticket receipt. 
 
4) Seat Selection 
 
It should be noted that advanced seat selection is not guaranteed for every booking. For 
instance, Air Canada blocks a number of its seats for airport check-in only; it also 
restricts many others for either the higher-paying passengers or Aeroplan members. So 
while every effort is made by our travel agency to get a seat for you in advance, this is 
not always possible. 



 

 

Appendix 5  
 
Policy and Guidelines on the Assessment of 
Contributions to Research and Training  
 
An important evaluation criterion in any grants program is the excellence of the 
researcher. Applicants and co-applicants are assessed on the quality and impact of their 
contributions to research and training over the past six years, and on their stature, 
knowledge of their fields, and demonstrated expertise.  
 
Contributions to Research  
 
The research process is not complete until the results are validated and transmitted to an 
appropriate target audience. For many disciplines, the most common and effective means 
of disseminating results is through the publication of articles in refereed journals. 
However, other means of dissemination exist, including transfer of technology to 
Canadian industry, and the onus is on the researcher to select the most appropriate 
vehicle to ensure maximum impact on the field.  
 
Applicants and co-applicants in engineering and the applied sciences should read 
NSERC's Guidelines for the Preparation and Review of Applications in Engineering and 
the Applied Sciences for specific indicators of excellence and research contributions in 
these fields.  
 
Assessment of Quality  
 
The ultimate tests of quality for any research contribution or publication are its 
significance and use by other researchers and end-users, and the extent to which it 
influences the direction of thought and activity in the target community. Evaluation of 
this, while subjective, is a central element of peer review.  
 
Applicants are asked to indicate their recent contributions on the Personal Data Form 
(Form 100) and may be asked to provide copies of, or documentation on, some of these 
contributions for the benefit of reviewers.  
 
To focus the assessment of excellence of the researcher on the quality and impact of 
recent contributions to research, applicants are asked to identify up to five of their most 
significant research contributions in the last six years and to explain how these 
contributions have influenced their field and/or the activities of users.  
 
Selection committees and panels are advised by NSERC to neither rely on numbers of 
publications in their assessment of productivity nor create or use lists of "prestigious" or 
"unacceptable" journals in their assessment of quality. The quality of the publication's 
content is the determining factor, not that of the journal in which it appears, and the onus 
is on the applicant to provide convincing evidence of quality.  



 

 

 
Forms of Publication  
 
There are many valid types of publications, including: articles, communications, 
monographs, memoirs or special papers, review articles, conference/symposia 
proceedings and abstracts, government publications, and reports documenting industrial 
contributions and contributions to engineering practice. Each type has its place and 
advantages, and there is much variation between and within disciplines. 
  
NSERC advises its selection committees and panels to evaluate the quality and impact of 
all contributions and not to regard some as "second class" or "grey literature."  
Some fast-moving research fields use special means to reach the target audience quickly. 
Communications, quickprint reports, letters, and even broad distribution of preprints are 
important vehicles for disseminating research results. 
  
Contributions to Collaborative Research 
  
Some researchers do most of their work in a collaborative mode. Publications are often 
prepared jointly with students, postdoctoral fellows, or other research collaborators. 
Applicants should describe their intellectual contribution to collaborative work or joint 
publications in their Personal Data Form. The assessment of a researcher's excellence 
must fully take into account the overall quality and impact of these collaborative 
activities. 
  
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 publish important results of their research prior to reapplying for NSERC 
support. For example, the time required to complete a monograph may exceed the time 
available between consecutive applications, or publication may be delayed to allow 
technology transfer or patent protection.  
 
NSERC recognizes that research productivity may vary during periods of pregnancy or 
early child care, whether or not a formal leave of absence was taken, or as a result of 
other personal circumstances. Administrative leave, disability, and other situations may 
also result in publication delays.  
 
Applicants should clearly and fully describe any circumstances that delay research or 
affect dissemination of research results in their Personal Data Form (Form 100). NSERC 
advises its committees to be sensitive to the impact of these circumstances on the level of 
productivity while ensuring that the quality of the research remains competitive. Each 
case is reviewed on its own merit. 
 



 

 

Contributions to the Training of Highly Qualified Personnel  
 
NSERC encourages researchers to participate in outreach activities and activities 
designed to engage students in the natural sciences and engineering and to improve 
teaching and learning in these disciplines.  There are several programs, such as 
PromoScience, CRYSTAL, Chairs for Women in Science and Engineering, in which the 
involvement of researchers will be recognized as a valuable contribution.  Applicants 
should list these activities as part of their contributions to research and training. 
 
Advanced training in science and engineering is an integral part of university research 
and of NSERC's mission to foster the discovery and application of knowledge. This 
training contributes to the availability of a highly skilled labor force, capable of thinking 
critically and creating and applying knowledge for the benefit of Canada. Individuals 
trained in science and engineering are ideally positioned to capitalize upon new ideas and 
technologies developed in Canada and elsewhere in the world, regardless of the sector in 
which they are employed. Professionals in science and engineering contribute to our 
national competitiveness and productivity, as well as to our understanding of the natural 
and physical environment and ourselves, leading to improvements in the standard of 
living and quality of life for Canadians.  
 
Training supported by NSERC ranges from undergraduate theses and summer projects to 
the postdoctoral level and includes technical and other research personnel. The level and 
content of the training should be appropriate to the research field, with opportunities for 
interaction and collaboration with other researchers inside and outside the university, 
where appropriate. Undergraduate student participation in final-year projects and summer 
projects is an important first phase in research training and plays a major role in 
encouraging excellent students to pursue research careers. For technicians and others who 
have been in long-term positions, the acquisition of new techniques and knowledge is an 
important contribution to training. In collaborative research involving non-university 
partners, student training may be enhanced by an exposure to an industrial or government 
research environment. Similarly, industry personnel can benefit from being involved in 
academic research.  
 
NSERC also recognizes that not all research is appropriate for training and there will be 
circumstances when training will be limited. In these cases, the onus is on the applicant to 
provide an explanation of the absence of a training component.  
 
The fact that an applicant has trained, is training or plans to train students, technicians, or 
postdoctoral fellows, is not, in itself, a sufficient rationale for awarding a grant. A 
researcher's contribution to training will be assessed in terms of its quality and impact, 
and not solely in terms of the number of people supervised.  
 
It is expected that most trainees supported from a grant will produce theses and other 
high-quality contributions to knowledge, and will move on to professional careers in 
fields related to science and engineering in all sectors.  
 



 

 

The following questions will be used as a guide by selection committees and panels when 
assessing your involvement in research training: 
 

From information provided on the Personal Data Form  
• Have the trainees been involved in making contributions to research that are 

of high quality?  
• Have the students and other personnel gone on to further research training 

positions (e.g., Ph.D. program, postdoctoral position)?  
• Have the people trained by the applicant gone on to become respected 

professionals in fields related to science and engineering, in any sector? 
Examples of professional contributions:  
 • transferring new knowledge and expertise from the universities to the 

Canadian private sector;  
 • starting businesses, creating jobs and new economic opportunities;  
 • maintaining Canada's international competitiveness in research in science 

and engineering, renewing our intellectual resources;  
 • developing and implementing policies, standards and regulations on 

issues of national interest; or  
 • maintaining and enhancing the national framework for competitive R&D 

through teaching, administration and research dissemination.  
• In the context of the research field and the applicant's capabilities, is the past 

level of training activity appropriate? If not, has appropriate justification been 
provided?  

 
From information provided in the application  

• Are the projects feasible and appropriate for the training proposed?  
• Will trainees be able to make an original contribution to knowledge?  
• What opportunity will there be for training in a collaborative or 

interdisciplinary environment, if appropriate?  
• What opportunity will there be for trainees to work with other sectors, if 

appropriate?  
 
If little or no training is planned, has an appropriate justification been given?  
 



  

 

Appendix 6  
 
Guidelines for the Preparation and Review of 
Applications in Engineering and the Applied Sciences  
 
Engineering is concerned with the application of knowledge for practical purposes, 
wealth creation and quality of life. It is recognized that engineering is very broad and 
includes a wide range of research areas. Research in engineering ranges from the creation 
of fundamental new knowledge through to novel design or innovative approaches to 
improve existing processes, products and services capable of major improvements in 
performance. The same is often true for research in the applied sciences.  
 
The indicators of excellence in and contributions to research in engineering and the 
applied sciences reflect the different nature of that research and may be significantly 
different from those in the natural sciences. Specific guidelines have been issued by 
NSERC for use by the research community in preparing applications and by selection 
committees and panels that review applications in these areas.  
 
All NSERC research programs include among their selection criteria:  

• the excellence of the applicant and any co-applicant; and  
• the merit of the proposal.  

 
The following guidelines address these two criteria with respect to engineering and the 
applied sciences. It should be remembered that there are other criteria which must also be 
addressed. Refer to the Review Procedures and Selection Criteria for the applicable 
program. 
  
The Excellence of the Applicant(s)  
 
The assessment of excellence is based on the expertise and track record over the past six 
years of the applicant and co-applicant(s), focusing on their contributions to and impact 
on the field and profession. In the case of new researchers, less emphasis is placed on 
their track record; however, it is important that their potential for research be clearly 
demonstrated in the application.  
 
Significant Research Contributions and Practical Applications 
  
Contributions in engineering and the applied sciences may take the form of any of the 
following. All applicants are expected to demonstrate excellence in these contributions:  
 

• Dissemination of knowledge through the open literature: refereed journal 
publications, conference proceedings, monographs, and books.  
 

• Evidence of specific application of knowledge and improvements to 
current practices: improvements in products, processes, services, designs, 



  

 

transfer of knowledge through technical and internal reports on new processes 
to practitioners, work on the establishment of national and international 
standards, work incorporated into a recommended practice or code. 

 
• Evidence of the creation of novel products, processes and services that are 

or may become useful to society: patents, technical licensing, technological 
innovation (e.g., the creation of computer software packages, development of 
new genetic lines from plant or animal breeding, development of innovative 
technology that is being implemented at commercial or industrial scales), 
innovative formulation of operational principles for the design of practical 
processes, development of viable spin-off companies, and joint ventures.  

 
• Other evidence of contributions to the profession or impact on the field: 

membership on committees that influence the direction of the field and the 
profession (e.g., code, selection committees, advisory boards, boards of 
directors, and professional boards and committees), research interactions 
resulting from collaborative projects, contributions to national or regional 
development, evidence of strategic management and planning, consulting, and 
research leave spent in industry, government or business.  
 

Committees will assess the contributions as they relate to:  
• quality;  
• significance;  
• innovation;  
• relevance to the proposal;  
• impact or potential impact on the industry, profession or society.  

 
Many contributions to industry or other end-users take the form of technical and 
internal reports, some of which may be confidential to protect proprietary information. 
In such cases, the user of the contribution may write a letter to attest to its importance and 
cover the above aspects. Whether or not such a letter is provided, applicants should give 
the report title, the name of the recipient, the date submitted, a concise description 
including a summary of the results acceptable to the research partner, and an explanation 
of the technical significance of the work. Describe the importance of the industrial 
contribution in terms of the novelty and innovation of the research as opposed to the 
simple provision of a service, and explain how the work is related to the NSERC 
proposal.  
 
Applicants should document the above information on the Personal Data Form 
(Form 100), making the strongest possible case in the space provided. 
 
2. The Merit of the Proposal  
 
This criterion is a composite of the following factors:  

• originality;  
• anticipated significance;  



  

 

• clarity of long- and short-term objectives;  
• suitability of proposed methodology;  
• feasibility.  

 
The major emphasis in engineering and applied sciences proposals is on the degree of 
innovative content of the research program or design activity and the potential to make a 
significant contribution to the field. Consideration is given to the potential for 
technological impact and the degree to which the proposal addresses present or future 
socio-economic needs. Applicants should discuss the importance of the specific problem 
being addressed and the potential applications of the research.  
 



 
 

 

 

Appendix 7 
 
Guidelines for the Preparation and Review of Applications in 
Interdisciplinary Research 
 
Definition  
 
Interdisciplinary research is "research that involves the interaction among two or more different 
disciplines" and occurs at the interface between disciplines. This may range from the sharing of 
ideas to the full integration of concepts, methodology, procedures, theory, terminology, data, 
organization of research and training. Multidisciplinary research draws on knowledge from different 
disciplines, but stays within the boundary of one primary field.1 In this document, 
"interdisciplinary" is used to refer to both interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research.  
For administrative purposes, NSERC defines interdisciplinary grant applications as those that 
require the selection of referees from more than one discipline, the establishment of a review panel 
with members from more than one discipline, or the expertise of more than one selection committee 
or panel in the peer review process. 
 
Context  
 
The ongoing trend for greater interdisciplinarity in many research areas is widely recognized 
internationally. Interdisciplinary research evolves to meet the demands of many societal, 
environmental, industrial, scientific and engineering problems that cannot be adequately addressed 
by single disciplines alone (see also Guidelines for the Preparation and Review of Applications in 
Engineering and the Applied Sciences). Significant advances in research and development in the 
natural sciences and engineering increasingly involve a number of diverse fields, including those in 
the social sciences, humanities and health sciences. Such advances can occur rapidly when people 
with vastly different experience come together and share their expertise. In fact, research conducted 
by industry and government is not usually organized along disciplinary lines; when collaborating 
with non-academic partners, interdisciplinary research is the norm.  
 
Interdisciplinary research relies on the strength of established disciplines to provide sound theory 
and methodology. It pushes the traditional boundaries of disciplines, helps ensure their growth and 
vitality as new and emerging lines of inquiry are pursued, and may lead to the development of new 
disciplines. Other benefits include sharing resources and facilities, building teams and networks, 
and removing duplication of effort in research. 
 
Barriers that inhibit interdisciplinary research and prevent the full realization of its benefits are also 
recognized internationally (e.g., discipline-based university departments and journals, lack of 
communication between disciplines, high-risk nature of the research, lack of critical mass in the 
community for the dissemination of results, peer review and recognition). 
 

                                                 
1 OECD (1998) Interdisciplinarity in Science and Technology, page 4.  
 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/NSERC-CRSNG/Policies-Politiques/prepEngAS-prepGenSA_eng.asp
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/NSERC-CRSNG/Policies-Politiques/prepEngAS-prepGenSA_eng.asp


 
  

Peer Review  
 
NSERC supports and promotes high-quality research in the natural sciences and engineering, 
including research that occurs at the interface between disciplines or that requires the skills of 
several disciplines. Our programs, policies and procedures are designed to break down barriers 
against interdisciplinary research.  
 
In all programs, an important principle of peer review is to ensure that the evaluation process 
addresses the application content: interdisciplinary proposals should receive interdisciplinary 
review. 
 
The majority of NSERC grant programs have selection panels and committees that are 
interdisciplinary, covering either a very wide breadth of research areas in the natural sciences and 
engineering, or specific interdisciplinary themes or research topics. (For example, the E.W.R. 
Steacie Fellowships Selection Committee reviews all proposals submitted to that program, whereas 
the Strategic Projects Selection Panel for Sustainable Energy Systems reviews proposals in this 
target area.) Committee and panel members come from diverse backgrounds and rely heavily on 
reviews from experts in many fields (e.g., external referees) to ensure that proposals are evaluated 
fairly. Depending on program requirements, these panels and committees review either disciplinary 
and interdisciplinary proposals or just interdisciplinary proposals. When both types are in the same 
competition, interdisciplinary applications can usually be reviewed in the same way as those that 
are more focused on a single discipline. More emphasis should be placed on the selection of 
referees, particularly when committee/panel expertise is thin in a given area. When additional 
review mechanisms, such as site visits, are used in some programs, the reviewers selected for these 
reflect the interdisciplinary nature of the proposal. 
 
Regardless of whether selection committees and panels are organized along disciplinary or 
interdisciplinary lines, NSERC requires that their membership represent diversified expertise in the 
areas covered by the committee or panel, including new and emerging ones that are often at the 
frontier between disciplines. 
 
In cases where the research falls under the jurisdiction of more than one federal granting agency 
(NSERC, CIHR, SSHRC), special mechanisms exist for joint review and funding (see Selecting 
the Appropriate Federal Granting Agency and Addressing Other Sources of Funding). These 
mechanisms can be used in all NSERC grant programs. 
 
In the review of interdisciplinary proposals, special attention should be paid to the 
following:  
 

• Selection of referees who are involved or familiar with interdisciplinary research. Additional 
referees should be sought to cover the range of research areas in the proposal.  

• The peer review process should not create additional hurdles for interdisciplinary proposals 
in comparison to disciplinary proposals. Where needed, additional peer review mechanisms 
(e.g., site visits, sub-committees, consultations between committees) should be used to 
ensure the completeness and fairness of the peer review process.  

• Some differences are inherent in interdisciplinary research: it may require a longer time 
frame; proponent(s) may lack a track record in a new, developing area or in an area new to 
them; and it may call for a more collaborative approach.  

 

 

http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/NSERC-CRSNG/selectsource-choisirsource_eng.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_stats/wdownload.asp?d=/_doc/NSERC-CRSNG/selectsource-choisirsource_eng.pdf


 
 

 

 

• As always, the evaluation of the quality and impact of research contributions should be of 
primary importance and not the journal in which the publication appears, or the vehicle used 
for disseminating results. Interdisciplinary journals that focus on new and emerging areas 
may not be as mature or as well known as more established discipline-based ones.  

• The proposed research and the applicant’s contributions should be assessed in the broader 
context of interdisciplinary research and not just in the narrower context of the reviewer’s 
own discipline and research interests.  

 
Selection committees and panels will consider the following when assessing 
interdisciplinary applications:  
 

• What is the “added value” of the interdisciplinary approach? Will new knowledge from the 
interdisciplinary research have an impact in different fields, or are technologies and 
methodologies from different fields being used to further knowledge in one discipline?  

• Have the perspectives of all relevant disciplines been considered in defining questions, 
methodology to be used, etc.?  

• Does the applicant(s) demonstrate an understanding of the core problems and basic 
theoretical assumptions of the other fields involved?  

• Is the terminology used clearly explained to audiences from different disciplines?  
• Is all the required expertise available?  
• For collaborative research, is there clear leadership, coordination and communication?  
• Is there sufficient time to complete the research?  

 
Discovery Grants  
For the Discovery Grants Program, the Evaluation Groups (EG) are generally discipline-based. 
However, the purview of the EG and the expertise available on it may be broad enough that some 
interdisciplinary proposals can be reviewed fairly through this mechanism. When applications cross 
the boundaries of two or more discipline-based EGs, measures are taken to ensure fair evaluation 
(e.g., joint reviews involving two or more EGs, broader selection of referees).  
 
Discovery Grant applicants who believe their proposal will benefit from interdisciplinary review 
should indicate which EG(s) they think is the most appropriate for the review and are encouraged to 
enter up to four additional research topics if their research overlaps with other areas or disciplines. 
NSERC makes the final decision on evaluation group assignment.  
 
 




