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Abstract

Objectives: To compare the current status of the research proposal assessment systems of the National
Institutes of Health (NIH) in the United States, the Medical Research Council (MRC) in the United
Kingdom, and the Health and Labour Sciences Research Grants (HLSRG) in Japan, and to examine the
possibility of applying the approaches followed in other countries to Japan.

Methods: We collected documents related to research proposal assessments posted on the websites of
the NIH, MRC, and Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, Japan. We compared such factors as
operational/management structures, assessment procedures, and assessment criteria among the three
countries, and described the characteristics of each.

Results: Application forms were assessed in two stages at the NIH and MRC. Peer review and
assessment meetings of the Scientific Review Group from each academic discipline and specialized field
were conducted during the initial NIH assessment. National Advisory Councils/Boards established in
each research institute of the NIH performed the second assessment. At the MRC, a peer review of
expert reviewers conducted the initial assessment and a research board from each academic discipline
or a panel established by a specified research grant scheme conducted the second. To streamline the
assessment process, a “triage” was performed on application forms; those that received low peer review
assessments were excluded from the second assessment.

The same areas were mostly covered in the HLSRG assessment criteria (significance, expansibility,
originality/novelty, feasibility/efficiency, researcher qualifications and institutional capacity, applicability
to policy, administrative urgency, and securing efficient and effective operations), the scored review
criteria of the NIH (significance, investigator(s), innovation, approach, and environment), and the core
criteria of the MRC (importance, scientific potential [environment and people, research plans], and
justification for resources). However, at the NIH and MRC, assessment perspectives on each criterion
were more specifically addressed and described in detail.

Conclusions: The results suggested that it might be possible to adopt research proposals that received
high academic and administrative assessments by introducing two-stage assessments at the HLSRG. In
addition, research proposals with high academic value should be selected by “triage” during the initial
assessment and those with high administrative value during the second. Furthermore, it might be
necessary to present sub-criteria for each assessment criterion and specific assessment perspectives to
ensure that they focus on enhancing reliability and validity and contribute to policy-making, which is the
aim of HLSRG.

keywords: research evaluation, assessment criteria, Health and Labour Sciences Research Grants,
funding agency (FA), medical research
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