Comparison of Success Rates to Percentile Paylines

Q – I’ve heard that NIH’s success rate for FY 2006 is projected to be 19.5%.  However, my application, which received a score of 140/17% is not going to be funded.  Can you explain?

A – Success rate is different from the percentile rank that your application received.  The success rate indicates the percentage of reviewed applications that were funded (see more complete description of success rates, below).  The percentile rank, on the other hand, is a measure of how well your application did in comparison to others reviewed by the same study section.  For example, an application that was ranked in the 5th percentile was considered to be more meritorious than 95% of the applications in its group.  The confusion arises because some institutes and centers use percentile ranks to indicate a ‘payline’ – the ‘percentile payline’ or ‘payline cut-off’ is the rank up to which an institute or center intends to fund the majority, if not all of the applications assigned to it.  The payline will vary from institute to institute (according to its budget and commitments) and in some cases program to program within an institute (depending on programmatic priorities).   Each institute calculates its payline by taking into consideration the total number of applications assigned to it as a whole and in some cases to specific scientific programs, and the average cost of awards.  The resulting payline simply reflects the amount of money available for competing awards in that specific institute or institute’s scientific area.  It is not unusual to see large differences between the percentile payline for a specific NIH institute or center and the projected success rate for NIH as a whole.   Some of the funding plans shown at http://grants.nih.gov/grants/financial/index.htm, include information about expected percentile paylines for FY 2006.  
 
NIH Scoring Procedures
 
Q - How are priority scores assigned?  

 
A - Each scored grant application is assigned a single, global priority score that reflects the proposed project’s scientific and technical merit based on consideration of the five review criteria (significance, approach, innovation, investigator, and environment; see http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-05-002.html).  The emphasis on each criterion can vary from one application to another, depending on the nature of the application and its relative strengths. The best possible priority score is 100 and the worst is 500. Individual reviewers mark scores to two significant figures, e.g., 2.2, and the individual scores are averaged and then multiplied by 100 to yield a single overall score for each scored application, e.g., 253. Abstaining members and those not present during the discussion do not assign a numerical rating and are not counted in calculating the average of the individual ratings. (See reviewer guidelines for the Center for Scientific Review at http://cms.csr.nih.gov/ResourcesforApplicants/PolicyProcedureReview+Guidelines/Guidelines+for+Review+of+Specific+Applications/). 
Q - Do all applications receive priority scores?

A - For most research applications, reviewers are asked to focus the discussion on applications that are likely to be considered for award.  Accordingly, the bottom half (or so) of the applications are identified at the beginning of the meeting and do not receive a priority score.  This process is called streamlined review.  All applications receive written comments prepared by reviewers but streamlined applications are not discussed in detail during the meeting and do not receive a priority score.  (Any member of the scientific review group may request that an application be discussed, in which case all members must score the application.) Note that the procedures for scoring only half of the research applications do not apply to fellowships, career award applications and many applications submitted in response to a Request for Applications (RFA).   All applicants whose applications were reviewed receive a summary statement containing the reviewers’ critiques is prepared for all reviewed applications regardless of whether the application was scored or not.  For a detailed discussion of streamlined review see http://cms.csr.nih.gov/NR/rdonlyres/84FAC2E0-7A52-4CEA-81B5-89AFF9E052A2/8403/StreamlinedReviewProceduresusedinCSR120105.pdf.   

 

Q - How are priority scores converted to percentile ranks?
 
A - Research grant applications (R01s) reviewed in standing study sections are assigned a percentile rank based on the priority score. The conversion of priority scores to percentile rankings is based on the ranking of scores assigned to applications reviewed during the current plus the previous two review rounds.  Applications that do not receive priority scores are ranked at the bottom of the range of scores for the purpose of percentile calculation.  (See http://cms.csr.nih.gov/NR/rdonlyres/B2CFE17E-AA1C-46E5-BADB-FDBF2FBBEE80/6922/ScoringProcedure1.pdf.) 

Q - How are percentiles calculated for Special Emphasis Panels?

A - Applications reviewed by standing study sections are percentiled against all applications reviewed by that same study section for three consecutive rounds. Applications reviewed by Special Emphasis Panels (SEPs) are percentiled against the parent study section database if at least 30% of the reviewers are current or recent (during the last 2 years) regular members of the parent study section. Applications reviewed by SEPs where fewer than 30% of the reviewers are current or recent members of a standing study section are given a percentile based on the distribution of scores assigned by all CSR study sections. Note that many applications including those for fellowships, small business applications and career development awards are not percentiled.  Applications reviewed in NIH institute and center study sections may or may not receive a percentile rank.  (See http://cms.csr.nih.gov/NR/rdonlyres/B2CFE17E-AA1C-46E5-BADB-FDBF2FBBEE80/6922/ScoringProcedure1.pdf.) 
 

Success Rates

Q - How do you define success rate?  
 

Success rates are calculated by dividing the number of applications selected for award by the total number of applications reviewed (note that if an application is unfunded on the first try and an amended application is received in the same fiscal year it is only counted once).  Success rates are thus highly dependent on the number of applications that are submitted to NIH for review, and may fall significantly in years in which the number of applications increases but the funds available to fund grants does not.  Generally, NIH uses success rates in reference to research grants, research project grants or specific types of grants (like R01s) considered for funding in a particular fiscal year.  Since these numbers are generated for a large aggregation of applications and awards, they typically have little relationship to percentile paylines established by the individual NIH institutes or centers.  (See historical information on success rates at http://grants.nih.gov/grants/award/success.htm). 
