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June 14, 2007
Memorandum

TO:

Dr. Walter Schaffer, NIH/OD
FROM:

Oren Grad, Christina Viola Srivastava, and Brian Zuckerman, STPI

SUBJECT:

Assessment of the NIH Multi-PI Pilot:  Perceptions of Investigators who Submitted an Application in Response to NIDDK RFA DK-05-014, “The Obese and Diabetic Intrauterine Environment: Long-term Metabolic or Cardiovascular Consequences in the Offspring”

This memo summarizes findings from telephone interviews conducted by the Science and Technology Policy Institute (STPI) between August 24 and October 13, 2006 with investigators who submitted applications in response to NIDDK RFA DK-05-014.  Discussions focused on the new Multi-PI (MPI) option available to applicants under this RFA.
1
Respondent Group

Recruitment of Respondents

All investigators who submitted applications received an emailed message from Dr. Walter Schaffer, Senior Scientific Advisor for Extramural Research in the NIH Office of Extramural Research and Co-Manager of the Multi-PI Project, informing them of the planned interviews and requesting their participation.  Interviews were conducted before award decisions were announced.  To assure anonymity, investigators who responded to the invitation were contacted by STPI to schedule the telephone interview; all interviews were conducted by STPI, and results are being reported to NIH with all identifying information removed.  
Interviews were conducted as informal discussions guided by a topic list, rather than as a formal survey with a fixed set of items for all respondents.  Accordingly, summary results are presented focusing on key themes that emerged in the discussions.

The respondent group is a convenience sample; hence the perspectives reported may not be representative of the experiences of the applicant pool as a whole.  Specifically, it is anticipated that the respondents who chose to participate may be more extreme in their views than those who did not. 
Profile of Respondents

	Number
	19

	Gender
	10 male
9 female

	Highest Degree
	7 MD
11 PhD
1 MD/PhD

	Academic Rank
	4 Assistant Professor
5 Associate Professor
9 Full Professor or Senior Faculty
1 Other

	Application Type
	9 multi-PI, same institution
4 multi-PI via subcontract
1 multi-PI via linked applications
6 single-PI
(one respondent participated in 2 applications)

	Geographical
	Respondents were affiliated with institutions in 13 states distributed around the US, and one foreign country


2
Overall Response to MPI Concept

Respondents generally had very positive reactions to the MPI concept.  Specific benefits cited included:

· Facilitates and incentivizes collaboration among investigators with complementary expertise;
· Facilitates interdisciplinary research;
· Makes possible new research synergies;
· Aligns NIH funding mechanisms with the way science is done today;
· Enhances ability of young investigators to gain a share of the experience and recognition necessary for career development, in a time of constrained funding.
No respondent objected to the MPI concept, although one suggested that MPI applications should compete for a separate pool of money, rather than directly against single-PI R01 applications.  Concerns volunteered by the respondents revolved around a few key themes:

· Confusion and disruption associated with mid-course changes in this RFA, including the introduction of the MPI option, the introduction of new forms, and the extension of the application deadline.  Some respondents found themselves forced to spend additional effort revising their applications, while a few admitted that the extended deadline was what made it possible for them to submit an application.  However, all recognized that these changes were a one-time occurrence, and that NIH would not normally be changing RFA requirements and procedures “on the fly”.

· Confusion associated with unfamiliar new requirements and procedures.  Respondents were generally philosophical about this, perceiving it as inevitable and expressing the expectation that this problem would resolve itself with time and experience.

· Additional burden of writing a more complex application, involving more administrative interactions as well as more scientific inputs.  No respondent said, however, that this would deter him or her from considering use of the MPI mechanism where it seemed appropriate to the scientific objectives of an application.

No respondent reported any opposition on the part of either administrators or department chairs to the MPI concept, though many respondents reported that administrators were unfamiliar with the operational details of submitting an application proposing an MPI arrangement.  A few noted that administrators appreciated any opportunity to be competitive for any slice of funding under the present environment.

3
Reasons for Electing the MPI Option 
By far the most common reason cited by applicants for electing that option was the opportunity to submit a proposal accommodating the complementary expertise of collaborating investigators.  In this connection, one respondent specifically noted that the MPI mechanism is ideally suited to collaborative translational research involving both patient-oriented and lab-based activities.  Other reasons mentioned included:

· Opportunity to continue an existing collaboration under more favorable financial or administrative arrangements;
· Opportunity to boost the career of a collaborating junior colleague;
· Opportunity to submit an application for which one might not be considered a credible applicant as an individual, by incorporating collaborators with recognized credentials in the areas of concern.
Reasons cited by single-PI applicants for not electing the MPI option included:

· No good reason to do so given the particular scope of work envisioned;
· Budget limit too low to make the MPI option worth the extra hassle;
· Not having a collaboration already in mind at the time of the RFA, thus inadequate time to flesh out an appropriate proposal.
However, some respondents who submitted a single-PI application on this occasion volunteered that they were likely to consider the MPI option for future applications.

4
Issues Associated with the MPI Concept

4.1
Status of participating PIs
The MPI mechanism allows more than one individual to be designated as a principal investigator on a single project.  Respondents recognized the potential that this offers for a wider range of individuals to be accorded professional “credit” for involvement in collaborative research.  However, they varied in their perception of how readily the status of PI on an MPI project would be accepted at present as equivalent to PI status on an independent project.  A few respondents conveyed some skepticism or concern on this point, characterizing it as a “touchy subject” or reporting on colleagues trying to figure out who was the “real” PI.  The overall sense of the group seemed to be that acceptance of MPI participation as equivalent to independent PI status was a matter of cultural change that will take some time, as well as advocacy by tenured senior investigators.

4.2

Situation of junior PIs

Some respondents shared concerns about the potential vulnerability of junior investigators in their working relationships with senior investigators, though they varied in the extent to which they perceived MPI as exacerbating this problem.  One respondent reported that his own application was in collaboration with a junior peer.  He had turned down an opportunity to participate in an MPI application with a more senior investigator.  He had no concerns arising from the specifics of the proposed collaboration, but simply felt that on general principle it did not seem a wise thing to do.  
One of the senior respondents observed that individual PIs, and especially junior PIs, would be disadvantaged competing against MPI applications with substantial senior PI “firepower”.  The same respondent also observed that junior investigators are vulnerable even when they hold nominally independent awards; but that where there is a formal association, real power is always exerted by the senior investigator.

On the other hand, some respondents – both junior and senior – expressed hope and optimism about the potential of the MPI mechanism to help young investigators gain valuable experience and credentials in a constrained and highly competitive funding environment.  Much depends on whether MPI participation will accrue promotion and tenure credit comparable to that accorded independent PIs.  One respondent reported that the tenure committee in her institution had clearly stated that it will be construed as such and others were hopeful that this would be the case; however, overall, the dominant perception among respondents seemed to be that the jury is still out on whether and when this will happen.

5
Sources of Information about MPI
All respondents cited the RFA documentation available on the NIH website as their source of detailed information about the MPI option, and all felt that this was generally a satisfactory channel for communicating this information.

Respondents first learned of the MPI option from a variety of sources, including word of mouth from professional peers in their institutions, routine monitoring of new RFA postings, email from NIH, announcements at meetings, and internal notices from their institutions.

6
Application Process

Most respondents found the available information to be clear and the application process to be generally straightforward.  Some reported confusion about one point or another, but no single area stood out as being especially problematic for many investigators.

Many respondents reported some confusion on the part of administrative staff in their respective institutions, arising from unfamiliarity with new forms or procedures.  Also, many expressed frustration about disruption and additional burdens associated with mid-course changes in this RFA, including the introduction of the MPI option, the introduction of new forms, and the extension of the application deadline.  However, as noted above, respondents generally expected these problems to resolve themselves in the future with increasing experience on the part of both NIH and institutional staff.

As noted above, respondents also mentioned the additional burden of writing a more complex application, involving more administrative interactions as well as more scientific inputs.  However, no respondent said that this would deter him or her from considering use of the MPI mechanism where it seemed appropriate to the scientific objectives of an application.

In general, those respondents who submitted a single-PI application reported that the addition of the MPI option had no effect on the process of submitting their applications; in general, these respondents ignored the new sections of the RFA that addressed MPI-specific issues.

The two foreign respondents both noted the overall complexity and burden of the NIH application process, compared to what is required by funding agencies in their home country.
7
Distinctive Features of the MPI Application

7.1
Contact PI
The “contact PI” was defined in the RFA as a purely administrative role, with responsibility for all communication between the PIs and NIH, for assembling the application materials, and for coordinating progress reports for the project.  No respondent reported having difficulty in determining who should serve as the contact PI, and most felt that the introduction of this role caused no special difficulties.  A few respondents reported some surprise and confusion arising from the fact that communication about the status of the application was routed entirely through the contact PI, suggesting that they had not fully grasped the definition of the role.

About one-third of the respondents reported either concern about the possibility that the significance of this role would be misperceived within their institution, or actual instances of misperception, with the contact PI designation being construed as a marker of scientific leadership.  In addition, two respondents who had already received feedback from reviewers at the time of the interview reported that the reviewers had misconstrued the respective leadership plans in ways that suggested that the reviewers may have also misread the contact PI role as having scientific rather than purely administrative significance.

7.2

Leadership plan
Most respondents who submitted a multi-PI application reported having no difficulty drafting this section of the application.  Some observed that they felt it was indeed a good idea to think through such a plan in advance.  A few respondents reported having some difficulty understanding exactly what was required in this section.  However, none of the specific issues identified by the RFA as topics for the leadership plan was singled out as being especially problematic.

As noted above in the discussion of the contact PI concept, two of the respondents reported their perception that reviewers had misconstrued their leadership plans, possibly in part due to confusion about the significance of the contact PI designation.

7.3

Budget plan

A few respondents reported modest confusion with respect to details of budget format, especially on the part of administrators unfamiliar with the new mechanism.  As a whole, however, preparing the MPI budget was not perceived as a major problem.

One of the respondents who reported problems in NIH reviewers’ interpretation of the leadership plan that had been submitted also noted related concerns with the way the budget plan was interpreted.

8
Program Guidance and Review Process

All of the junior respondents, whether they had received positive or critical feedback from reviewers, expressed an interest in understanding better the criteria applied in the review process and especially how the reviewers weighed the distinctive MPI aspects of the proposals.

A senior respondent noted that it would be expected for reviewers to be somewhat inconsistent in the early stages of a new program, and that it would take time for guidance to reviewers to be refined and to achieve sufficient clarity.

Two investigators who submitted MPI applications reported having tailored important aspects of their proposed project plans to guidance received from NIH program staff during the preparation of their applications, but that these specific aspects of their proposals where then singled out for criticism by reviewers.  One of these individuals, a senior investigator with a long record of NIH funding, provided a detailed account of the way the application and review process had unfolded, and expressed substantial concern about a guidance and review process perceived as flawed.  As reported to NIH by the interviewer, this investigator made a strong argument, supported by reasonable evidence, that in this case there may have been some important lapses in communication and/or understanding of how MPI is intended to work on the part of some NIH program staff and reviewers.

9
Respondent Suggestions
Individual respondents made a variety of suggestions to NIH:

· Fund MPI applications from a separate program/budget;
· Provide more information on the factors weighed by reviewers evaluating an MPI proposal;
· Distribute more information to investigators and administrators on the intent of the MPI option, its benefits, and the procedures associated with an MPI application;
· Communicate updates on application status to all participating PIs on a multi-PI application;
· Increase awareness of MPI by issuing a solicitation restricted to MPI applications;
· Seek feedback from investigators with MPI awards later on, to understand how well the mechanism is working in practice;
· Evaluate the MPI mechanism after five years, make changes as necessary;
· Create and publicize a web-based forum where investigators can share experiences and best practices in preparing MPI applications;
· Develop strategies to mitigate any negative impacts of MPI participation on junior investigators and to maximize impact of MPI participation in promoting career development for young investigators;
· Ensure that all NIH program staff are sufficiently trained in MPI policy and procedures so that they can give prompt and correct responses to applicant questions;
· Move the application process online, with step-by-step guidance, automatic cross-referencing of sections as needed, and facilities for integration of contributions from different team members;
· Make the eRA Commons website more transparent and user-friendly;
· Update CRISP to include full information on all PIs in an MPI project.
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