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Scientific research requires funds and these 
are not easily obtained. They are also subject to 
fierce competition. Governmental, charitable and 
other potential grantors of money for research usually 
require a detailed application that outlines the objec­
tives of a research project as well as what benefits 
for science or the community could be derived. These 
are reasonable if not commendable requirements. A 
panel of reviewers is then selected which is given 
the duty to study the proposal for thoroughness of 
the design, a complete literature review and the like­
lihood of successful completion. The reviewers are 
usually scientists in the same field as that of the grant 
applicants and are thus, often, potential competitors 
of the applicants. It is almost certain that the appli­
cants will be required to submit sensitive and detailed 
technical information concerning the proposed pro­
ject. Assembling such information requires original 
thought, much work and planning. It may be of great 
value to a competitor who wishes to engage in a 
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similar project. Unauthorized use of such informa­
tion by a reviewer could thus be compared to the 
use of inside information to gain profit on the stock 
market. Selecting a fair and truly impartial panel of 
reviewers can be a daunting task for the chairperson 
of the granting agency. He or she will have to select 
reviewers who are knowledgeable in the field, impar­
tial and who will not appropriate ideas that have 
been given them in confidence as part of the review 
process. The chairperson must also be certain that 
there is no direct personal or professional conflict 
between the reviewers and the grant applicant. A 
reviewer's function should thus be similar to that 
of a priest, attorney or physician who will not use 
information for personal advancement or divulge it 
to others who might do so. Technical documents 
submitted to a granting agency should be considered 
strictly confidential and should preferably be des­
troyed or sealed if the application is rejected. 
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The research community in any given nar­
row field- is relatively small and we all know each 
other. This makes an impartial and fair review of 
research proposals difficult and creates an even 
greater burden on the chairperson and staff of the 
granting agency. Politics or inter-institutional rivalries 
should have no role in considering merits or demerits 
of a given proposal and transparency is paramount. 
As a bare minimum, we suggest the following 
approach: 

1) Every reviewer should sign a statement 
assuring that he or she has no personal conflicts 
with any of the applicants and is not in direct com­
petition for the grant which is being considered. 

2) Each reviewer should sign a confiden­
tiality agreement not to reveal to others information 
which he or she learns as a result of reading detailed 
technical data in the grant application. The reviewer 
should also agree in writing not to use information 
obtained as part of such a review for personal or 
professional advancement or gain. 

3) No-one other than the designated 
reviewer should be asked or allowed to review the 
grant without the permission of the chair of the grant­
ing committee. No copies should be made of grant 
applications and distributed to persons outside the 

review process without written permission of the 
grant applicant. Detailed technical data from rejected 
applications should be destroyed, sealed or returned 
to the applicant. 

4) The chairperson of the grant application 
committee must take a proactive role in assuring 
that these conditions will be met and that the review 
process will be confidential and fair. 

5) When ethical violations of the review 
process are suspected, an appropriate investigation 
should be initiated. When violations are demon­
strated, appropriate sanctions should be imposed. 
The process for investigating violations and taking 
action in response to demonstrated violations should 
be established beforehand, and set down in writing 
by the granting agency. 

The authors have found literature dealing 
with ethical problems and interaction between 
researchers, their human and animal subjects, industry 
and editorial boards of scientific publications(l-4). 
However, the important ethical problems concern­
ing the review process in research grant applications 
have received Jess attention other than in one book, 
recently published by the British Medical Associa­
tion(5,6). 
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