	
[image: image2.png]



     S  T  P  I
	


June 12, 2007
MEMORANDUM
TO:  
Dr. Walter Schaffer, NIH/OD

FROM:
Oren Grad, Christina Viola Srivastava, and Brian Zuckerman, STPI
SUBJECT:
Assessment of Multi-Principal Investigator (MPI) pilot: Summary of post-review debriefing teleconferences, August-November 2006
As part of the multi-PI pilot, study sections conducted post-review debriefing conference calls to discuss specifically the MPI and its implementation.   With permission from the Scientific Review Administrators for three of these review groups, researchers from the Science and Technology Policy Institute passively listened to the debriefing calls in order to compile and summarize the reviewers’ perceptions.  The three post-review debriefings observed were for:

· NIDDK RFA DK-05-014, “The Obese and Diabetic Intrauterine Environment: Long-term Metabolic or Cardiovascular Consequences in the Offspring” (post-review conference call August 2, 2006)

· NCI RFA CA-07-004, “Small Animal Imaging Resource Program” (post-review conference call October 17, 2006)

· NCI PAR-06-406, “In Vivo Cellular and Molecular Imaging Centers (ICMICs)” (post-review conference call November 28, 2006)
The conference calls were facilitated by the individual SRAs and did not follow a standard discussion guide or list of topics.  Accordingly, summary results are presented separately for each conference call organized by key theme.  The discussion summaries are not identified by specific RFA/PA in order to preserve anonymity.
Summary of Discussion 1:
Overall response to the MPI Concept

· About half of those who expressed an opinion in this group declared themselves to be supportive of the concept, and most of this support was qualified (e.g., “I support the concept but only if used judiciously”).  A few reviewers were opposed to the concept on principle (one commented that “it’s like having 2 presidents or 2 mayors”), while others expressed mixed feelings.

· Frequently cited reasons for support included sharing of credit and encouraging multidisciplinary research, although one reviewer urged the others to remember that credit-sharing is a local problem for which local solutions might be most appropriate.

· Concerns cited included a lack of clarity as to the difference between “multiple PIs” and “co-PIs”, a feeling that a single person must ultimately be held responsible for the award from an administrative standpoint, and concerns about level of effort and “top-heaviness” from a cost perspective.
Appropriate Use of the MPI Option and Suggested Process Changes
· Several reviewers pointed to the good fit for multi-disciplinary proposals.  Others asserted that proposals involving PIs with significant overlap in their skills was an inappropriate use of the MPI mechanism.

· A few reviewers mentioned proposals with a junior-senior PI combination, which they found less compelling (one expressed concerns about “a weak PI shopping for a trophy wife”).
· Most reviewers seemed to believe that the number of possible PIs should be capped at 3, arguing that any more would be unmanageable or would result in excessive personnel budgets due to level of effort issues.  Several mentioned reviewing applications with as many as 5 proposed PIs, which they seemed to regard as untenable.

· Some reviewers believed that the multi-PI option should only be available for certain mechanisms (e.g., center grants), with several expressing doubt that it could ever be appropriate for an R01.  Others argued that the mechanism was not necessarily inappropriate in the R01 context and that the merits of each proposed use of the MPI mechanism should be judged independently.

· A few mentioned that the multi-PI option might be especially appropriate in cases where there were multiple institutions involved.
· Many reviewers suggested that the concept of “multiple PIs” needed clarification in the RFA, perhaps with examples of appropriate and inappropriate use.  Several also mentioned uncertainty surrounding the role of the “contact PI”, who might be perceived as “first among equals.”
Comments on Specific Application Components
· Many reviewers emphasized the importance of the leadership plan, urging that it be a separate section of the application and that it define both specific roles for each PI and plans for conflict resolution.  A few reviewers observed that they had encountered applications that were deficient in this respect, with plans suggesting that “everyone would do everything.”  One reviewer suggested interim review of the leadership plans to verify that the multiple PIs were actually functioning as proposed.

· Several reviewers suggested that the adequacy of the leadership plan and justification for the multi-PI option should be explicitly incorporated as part of the review criteria.  But one reviewer expressed ambivalence about this, arguing that the scientific merit of the proposal ought to be weighted much more heavily than the ability of the PIs to describe their management plans.
Effect of MPI on the Review Process

· Several reviewers explicitly stated that they did not believe the inclusion of the multi-PI option affected the review process one way or the other.   None of the reviewers explicitly disagreed, although comments such as the criticisms of the leadership plans described above suggest that some applications were not viewed favorably because their leadership plans were deficient.
Summary of Discussion 2:
Overall Response to the MPI Concept

· The response was generally positive; MPI is perceived as an important initiative and as adding flexibility that helps in tailoring project plan to the needs of the science.  It was not clear whether those who emphasized the importance of flexibility were simply noting positively the contribution of MPI to flexibility, or were trying to urge additional flexibility – specifics unknown – in its design or implementation.
Appropriate Use of the MPI Option and Suggested Process Changes
· The MPI option was handled with varying degrees of success by the applicants – some took good advantage of it, offering proposals that demonstrated the value-added; others did not.
· A proposal in which the scientific roles of the PIs are neatly complementary was perceived by many as an ideal manifestation of the MPI concept.  
· Some confusion remains as to the distinction between “multiple PIs” and “co-PIs.”  

· One reviewer stated that there should be one PI designated as having responsibility for the grant.  
· One reviewer raised questions about whether MPI requires multidisciplinary projects, or whether the mechanism could also be used for a plan that entails division of labor among investigators with similar expertise.
· One reviewer (reacting to what was perceived as a dysfunctional proposed junior/senior PI relationship) asserted the investigator with key expertise should be designated the contact PI.
· Some proposals were seen as reflecting a healthy, productive relationship between junior and senior PIs.  However, it was viewed as inappropriate for the senior PI to attempt to “fill in” gaps in expertise by using a junior PI.

· In response to some weak proposals reviewed, concern was expressed by some as to the potential for the MPI mechanism to facilitate or exacerbate dysfunctional senior PI / junior PI relationships, to the disadvantage of the junior PI.  They emphasized that inclusion of a junior PI in a MPI proposal should not be at the expense of ability to submit independent R01s.  

· Some concern was expressed that some proposals manifested inflated overall PI effort level relative to what the science would have required.
Comments on Specific Application Components 

· Leadership plan was generally perceived as a useful requirement as it provides essential information not in the budget, clarifies the management approach, and provides another indicator of how robust the overall project plan is and how carefully it has been thought through.
· There were mixed views as to whether the authorship / intellectual property plan was helpful.  Some perceived this as gratuitous, unwarranted micromanagement on NIH’s part, while others perceived this as another useful indicator of the quality of the planning that went into a proposal.  Some reviewers stated that, in a healthy collaboration, this would take care of itself; however, one reviewer suggested that the requirement for a plan could help to surface and resolve problems in advance.
· Reviewers emphasized that instructions to applicants need to be clear so as to “level the playing field” from the grantsmanship perspective.  Some reviewers felt that additional guidance to applicants was needed; particular areas noted were:

· Leadership plan in general

· Importance of protecting the interests of junior PIs involved in a proposal

· Implications of MPI mechanism for PI level of effort

· Instructions to reviewers were generally perceived as clear and appropriate.
Effect of MPI on the Review Process

· Over all, MPI was generally perceived as not adversely impacting the review process.
· Quality of leadership plan generally did not affect the priority score assigned.
Summary of Discussion 3:
Overall Response to the MPI Concept

· Most of the reviewers who commented found the MPI option to be sound in principle, with several mentioning potential benefits: 

· Facilitating sharing of funding, credit, and intellectual property 

· Encouraging and enhancing collaboration, especially multidisciplinary collaboration

· Leveraging strengths

· Easing administrative burden
Appropriate Use of the MPI Option and Suggested Process Changes
· In general, the tenor of the discussion during the conference call suggested that the nature and appropriate use of the MPI option remained a topic of some uncertainty among this group of reviewers.

· Most of the reviewers seemed unimpressed with the way the MPI option had been addressed in the applications they had reviewed.  One commented that “nobody really hit the nail on the head.”  Specific shortcomings of the leadership plans mentioned included:

· Failure to describe potential for scientific synergies

· Situations where a proposed PI characterized his expertise primarily in terms of administrative rather than scientific qualificiations

· Failure to assign specific roles and duties

· Failure to explicitly justify use of MPI option

· Failure to discuss sharing of credit and intellectual property

· Apparent use of MPI option to inflate the budget
· In addition to implementation issues, there seemed to be a feeling among some reviewers that the MPI option was not as well suited or as useful to this program as it was to other similar programs funded by the IC.  The reviewers didn’t elaborate on why they thought this might be the case.  However, one reviewer who described himself as a longtime observer of the program commented that this is the ideal time to introduce an initiative like MPI.  Unfortunately, he did not explain why.

Comments on Specific Application Components 

· Several reviewers observed that the applicants did not seem to understand that a leadership plan could (and in some cases should) be submitted for individual projects rather than for the award as a whole.  They suggested that this should be clarified in the instructions.

Effect of MPI on the Review Process

· Many members of this group (at least one-third of reviewers commenting explicitly, and many others agreeing) described their discussion of the MPI option as distracting from the review process or as overly time-consuming; there were hints that a great deal of time may have been spent discussing MPI budgets and other administrative details.  By the end of the teleconference it was clear that this issue was the subject of a great deal of frustration among the reviewers.
· Several reviewers observed that, in this round of review, an application exercising the MPI option was at greater risk of being penalized than a regular application that did not take on the additional requirements, but there was no added incentive or “reward” to make it worth the risk.
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