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What this paper is and is not
This discussion paper summarizes the current pressures facing the Project Grant 
program, what CIHR has heard through recent engagements and a range of potential 
interventions for further discussion. Except for measures already announced or 
underway and clearly identified as such, no decisions have been made on anything 
presented here. The interventions are not a package or a preferred roadmap; 
community feedback will inform what, if anything, moves forward.

AT A GLANCE
Peer review is the foundation of CIHR’s funding system and the health research ecosystem 
in Canada. It enables CIHR to identify and support health research of the highest quality by 
engaging appropriate expertise, applying rigorous judgement and ensuring the fair assessment 
of applications. The peer review system that underpins the Project Grant program is under 
increasing strain and faces three main challenges:

1. Application volume is outpacing funding and review capacity 
The number of grant applications has grown by almost 60% since Spring 2022 while available 
funding has remained stable. Over the same period, mean requested budgets have increased 
by 18%. As a result, success rates are declining, while the burden on applicants, reviewers, 
institutions and CIHR is increasing. A growing proportion of time and effort is being invested 
in writing, submitting and reviewing scientifically excellent applications that cannot be funded 
within the available budget. Canada is not alone: research funding organizations in Canada and 
internationally are also contending with rising application pressure on peer review systems.

2. The peer reviewer process is under growing strain
Members of the research community have raised concerns about aspects of the peer 
review process, including the consistency of assessments, the quality of feedback, and the 
effectiveness of virtual deliberations to support robust and calibrated discussions. At the 
same time, growth in application volume has increased demand on the peer review system 
and required increasingly intensive reviewer recruitment efforts. Together, these pressures 
are making it more difficult to maintain confidence in peer review, which relies on a sufficient 
supply of qualified, trained and engaged reviewers and underpins the research community’s 
trust in funding decisions. 

3. The program must serve increasingly diverse research needs 
The Project Grant program is expected to serve a highly diverse health research community 
and accommodate applications that vary considerably in scope, methodology, risk profile, 
and timelines. These issues raise important questions about the extent to which the current 
system is equipped to meet the needs of the full range of health research communities served 
by CIHR.

Together, these challenges create a cycle in which applicants, reviewers, institutions, and CIHR 
invest increasing time and effort for diminishing returns. Left unaddressed, these pressures 
risk eroding the quality, efficiency, effectiveness and long-term sustainability of the health 
research ecosystem.
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WHAT WE HAVE HEARD SO FAR
Since January 2026, CIHR has engaged more than 2,000 participants through advisory bodies, 
networks, institutions, peer review groups and national engagement sessions. There is strong 
agreement that the system is under real strain, but there is little consensus on how to respond. 
Feedback to date shows broad support for addressing application pressure and strengthening 
peer review. However, there are differing views about specific interventions CIHR should take 
to address these challenges and concerns about potential impacts on fairness, access, and 
support for the highest-quality, most impactful research.

How CIHR is approaching this discussion 
Any future changes to the Project Grant program should strengthen the core principles that 
underpin peer review as described in Table 1. 

Table 1: Principles that guide peer review at CIHR

Principle Description

Expertise
Applications are assessed by individuals with appropriate scientific, 
methodological, clinical, policy, community and/or lived-experience 
knowledge.

Research Quality Peer review strengthens the quality, rigor, and impact of health research 
through expert assessment and constructive feedback.

Fairness Applications are assessed consistently, objectively and without bias.

Transparency Evaluation criteria, processes and decision-making are understandable, 
defensible, and accessible.

Confidentiality Information related to applications, reviews, deliberations, and funding 
decisions is protected and shared only with authorized individuals.

Conflict of 
Interest 

Real, perceived or potential conflicts are addressed and do not influence 
outcomes.

Efficiency Time, effort, and resources are used effectively to review applications 
thoroughly and deliver timely results.

Reciprocity
Peer review is a shared responsibility, with those who obtain funding 
contributing their expertise to support the system from which they 
benefit.

Fit-for-purpose Review models align with overall objectives, ensuring the program 
design is appropriate for the intended purpose and outcomes.

Continuous 
improvement

The peer review system is regularly evaluated and refined based on 
evidence, feedback, and defined outcomes.
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Using these principles as a foundation, CIHR is presenting three complementary areas for 
discussion. They reflect recurring themes, concerns and potential solutions raised through 
engagements and are informed by program data, environmental scans (Annex 1), and evidence 
from the broader research funding ecosystem. They are not set roadmaps, a preferred package, 
or decisions. They are a range of potential interventions on which CIHR is seeking further 
community feedback. 

Three areas for discussion 
Managing application pressure explores options to better align application volume with 
available funding and peer review capacity.

Strengthening peer review explores opportunities to enhance the peer reviewer process 
through improving reviewer participation, consistency and effectiveness of peer review 
decision-making.

Improving program design explores how CIHR’s investigator-initiated funding program 
design could better meet the diverse needs of Canada’s health research community while 
strengthening CIHR’s ability to deliver on its mandate.

HOW TO PARTICIPATE AND  
WHAT HAPPENS NEXT

This discussion paper, the accompanying survey, engagement sessions, and targeted outreach 
provide several ways for the research community to help shape future decisions. The survey 
and consultation period will remain open until the end of the year. CIHR is committed to 
reporting back in early 2027 on what was heard and how that feedback informed subsequent 
decisions and actions. Survey data will be shared publicly, and analyses will be led by members 
of the research community. The survey data will be used to inform subsequent analyses on the 
impact of these combined interventions on funding outcomes.

Past experience with changes to CIHR’s peer review processes has reinforced the importance 
of transparency, engagement, and evidence in decision making. CIHR must balance the need 
for predictability and stability with the need to address growing pressures on the system. 
Feedback has already shaped this work: some approaches considered earlier are not being 
pursued and are included in Annex 2 for transparency. This discussion paper is intended to 
support further conversation about the challenges, the potential approaches to addressing 
them, and the considerations that guide future change.

INTRODUCTION
When CIHR was created in 2000, the Open Operating Grant Program became its principal 
mechanism for funding investigator-initiated research. Over time, other complementary 
programs were developed to support investigator-initiated research with specific objectives. In 
response to concerns about growing competition pressures and peer review challenges, CIHR 
launched major reforms between 2012 and 2016, which replaced the Open Operating Grant 
Program and the suite of complementary programs with two distinct but linked programs: 
Foundation, which supported research leaders and programs, and Project, which funded 
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individual research projects1, with the intention that these two programs could support the 
full breadth of investigator-initiated research under the CIHR mandate. Following several 
years of implementation and evaluation, CIHR refined the model in 2019 by discontinuing the 
Foundation program2 and maintaining the current Project Grant program, which remains CIHR’s 
primary funding mechanism for investigator-driven health research.

Over the past several years, CIHR’s Project Grant program has experienced an increase in 
the number of applications submitted to each competition. This trend is consistent across 
other CIHR and tri-agency funding opportunities and funding agencies worldwide3. During 
this period, the number of academic staff in Canada has increased but at a slower rate4. The 
pool of applicants across CIHR’s grant programs is relatively stable (Figure 1). The rise in 
application pressure is placing strain on the peer review system, which includes applicants, 
reviewers, institutions, and CIHR staff. This has prompted an examination of whether the 
current competition process remains appropriate for the evolving needs of the Canadian health 
research community. This paper outlines the challenges, summarizes what CIHR has heard to 
date and presents a range of potential interventions for further community feedback. 

Background
Challenge 1: Application volume is outpacing funding and review capacity 
Peer review is the foundation of CIHR; it is the cornerstone of its ability to deliver on its 
mandate5 and fulfil the many objectives defined in the CIHR Act6. Through peer review, CIHR 
identifies and supports research excellence, and provides applicants with expert feedback to 
refine their applications, ultimately improving the quality of science in Canada. Because of this, 
the integrity and effectiveness of the peer review system are critical. Yet the system is under 
increasing strain. The number of applications submitted to the Project Grant program has 
increased by almost 60% since the Spring 2022 Project Grant competition. At this pace, the 
Project Grant competition will have over 4,000 applications within two years (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Count of number of real and forecast applications submitted 
across competitions
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This mirrors a broader international trend, with research funders worldwide experiencing 
rapid growth in the number of submitted grant applications, driven in part by the increasing 
availability of artificial intelligence tools that reduce the time and effort required to prepare 
proposals7. A common question raised by the research community is whether the growth 
in application volume is concentrated within specific research areas or applicant groups. 
Application pressure has increased across all four research pillars (Figure 3) and all career 
stages (Figure 4), but most notably in Biomedical and Clinical pillars and Senior Career 
Researchers. While many peer review committees have seen increases in application pressure, 
the Health Services Evaluation & Interventions Research, Public, Community & Population 
Health, and Randomized Controlled Trials have seen the steepest growth (Figure 5). Similar 
patterns are observed across CIHR’s Institutes; based on applicant--selected institute 
alignment, application growth is occurring broadly across the health research landscape, with 
the largest increases observed in the Institutes of Neurosciences, Mental Health and Addiction, 
Health Services and Policy Research, and Cancer Research (Figure 6). This rise in application 
pressure is driven partially by a rise in the proportion of nominated principal applicants 
submitting second applications (Figure 7, left panel), across all four pillars (Figure 8) and all 
career stages (Figure 9). The increase in applications is also driven by the rising proportion and 
number of resubmissions (Figure 10). This trend is expected to continue as application pressure 
increases while funding remains stable. This rise does not appear to be driven by Foundation 
Grant holders; previous Foundation Grant holders represent a small share of applicants 
(Figure 11) and funded projects (Figure 12). While they are more likely to hold active Project 
Grants, they are no more likely to submit multiple applications within a competition than non-
Foundation holders (Figure 13).

These findings suggest that application pressure is a system-wide challenge rather than 
one driven by any single research area, career stage, or applicant group. Further, budget 
requests and funded amounts are increasing due to inflation and increases to student stipends 
(Figure 14). Given the reality of a finite budget, if these pressures continue, they will reduce 
the number of new grants that can be funded and will result in success rates declining to 
below 10%.

Challenge 2: The peer review process is under growing strain
As application volumes continue to grow, the need to recruit more reviewers increases in 
parallel. Since Spring 2023, this higher volume has required more than 3,600 additional reviews 
and the recruitment of over 500 additional reviewers. Unfortunately, reviewer decline and non-
response rates exceed 50% (Figure 15). Engaged reviewers are taking on fewer assignments, 
due in part to increasingly specialized research proposals, rising workload and expectations8,9 
and the flexibility of the virtual format, which allows participation with lower assignment 
volumes than was typically feasible for in-person meetings. 

The reviewer experience is also becoming less rewarding. Given the low number of 
assignments and success rates, fewer reviewers see any of their assigned applications funded 
(Figure 16), and a growing number do not have any of their applications discussed (Figure 
17), which can reduce the perceived value in participating in peer review. For a portion of the 
reviewer population, the switch to virtual peer review has also meant a less engaging and 
rewarding experience, with many noting that some of the benefits of in-person peer review, 
such as more robust discussion, a greater sense of connection to the process and network 
development among researchers, are diminished in a virtual setting. 

Coupled with these challenges is a frustration echoed by the research community: an 
application goes through one round of review, the reviewers request specific changes, the 
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applicant revises accordingly. In the next competition cycle, the resubmission is handed to 
a new set of reviewers with a different set of expectations within a different competition 
context. Only 30–35% of Project Grant reviewers continue between competition cycles, driven 
by reviewers stepping down, becoming applicants, or completing their terms as standing 
members. While introducing new reviewers is important, so too is reviewer continuity for 
consistency and calibration across competitions. Approximately 27% of researchers who review 
in one round become applicants in the next (Figure 18), reducing reviewer continuity and 
increasing reviewer recruitment pressures. Continuity matters, as resubmissions have higher 
success rates than previous submissions (Figure 19), and success rates are higher with fewer 
competitions (Figure 20) and more shared reviewers from the previous submission (Figure 21). 
The current model lacks continuity, and applicants feel like they are chasing a moving target; 
new reviewers feel like they are meant to act on a conversation that they did not contribute to 
and may not agree with.

The growing volume of resubmissions compounds these pressures by requiring reviewers 
to reassess many familiar applications across successive competitions while comparing 
resubmissions against a new cohort of applications. This can contribute to reviewer fatigue 
while also increasing the importance of continuity and calibration between competition cycles. 

Challenge 3: The program must serve increasingly diverse research needs
While the Project Grant program has been successful in funding a broad range of health 
research, its design is increasingly being asked to accommodate diverse research fields and 
objectives. Grant applications vary widely in discipline, duration, methodology, scale, and 
intended impact, yet rely on a common application and peer review framework within the 
Project Grant program. The current structure may not always be well aligned with the needs 
and/or objectives of certain types of health research. For example, randomized controlled trials 
and clinical trials have distinct methodological considerations and require increased oversight 
and stewardship. As another example, commercialization has unique considerations related to 
intellectual property. As such, both of these research fields currently have separate application 
requirements and evaluation criteria in the Project Grant program10,11, which signals that the 
current design may not be meeting the needs of these areas of health research.

Program design can also add complexity to peer review. This can be seen in the current 
approach to budget review, including the application of the 23.5% across-the-board cut to 
all funded grants, which is creating unintended pressures and consequences. For example, 
because applicants expect CIHR to apply an across-the-board budget reduction, some 
increase their requested budgets to compensate. Because of this, there is less confidence that 
requested budgets reflect the actual resources needed to conduct the research. This adds 
complexity to the peer review process, as reviewers must balance their own recommended 
budget cuts against the anticipated CIHR reduction and the overall feasibility of the project. 
Consequently, the connection between the budget requested, the budget recommended 
through peer review, and the amount ultimately awarded is weakened, increasing the risk that 
funded projects receive insufficient funds to fully deliver the proposed research. 

Maintaining the current approach has clear consequences. Applicants, reviewers, institutions 
and CIHR staff are investing increasing time and resources to a growing number of 
applications, while the number of grants that can be funded remains stable. As reviewer 
pools become more strained, it becomes harder to maintain expertise alignment between 
applications and reviewers, while the program itself is increasingly challenged to accommodate 
diverse research needs. Persistent low success rates may discourage researchers from pursuing 
high-risk, high-reward ideas, limiting innovation and creativity. With increasing budget requests 
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and falling success rates, CIHR is approaching a point where it will not be possible to continue 
funding the top 10% of applications. The status quo therefore avoids difficult choices in the 
short term but is not sustainable over the longer term.

Considerations that would guide any change
CIHR’s ability to identify scientific excellence depends on a peer review system that engages 
expert reviewers, applies rigorous judgement, and evaluates applications fairly. Any future 
changes to the Project Grant program or its peer review processes will support and strengthen 
the principles outlined in Table 1. CIHR has administered peer review across a wide range of 
funding opportunities, research disciplines, and adjudication models. This experience includes 
virtual and in-person review, asynchronous and committee-based assessment, structured and 
unstructured review processes, and mechanisms tailored to different research communities 
and funding objectives. CIHR’s exploration of potential changes is informed by this extensive 
experience and the recognition that effective peer review approaches may vary depending on 
program objectives, application volumes, and the nature of the research being assessed.

Past experiences with changes to CIHR’s peer review systems have reinforced the importance 
of transparency, engagement, and evidence in decision making. If changes are adopted 
following consultation, CIHR would introduce them incrementally where appropriate and 
monitor them against defined outcomes. Evidence from implementation and evaluation would 
inform whether interventions should be retained, refined or reconsidered, with continued 
opportunities for community feedback. 

How the interventions fit together 
The Project Grant system is interconnected: changes to application requirements can affect 
applicant burden and assessment quality; changes to peer review can affect funding outcomes; 
and changes to program design can affect demand elsewhere in the system. The 8A Grants 
model (Table 2) illustrates this broader grants management lifecycle. For that reason, the 
interventions in this paper should be considered both individually and in terms of how they 
may interact. 

Related work underway: Artificial intelligence
The opportunities and implications associated with artificial intelligence extend across CIHR’s 
funding ecosystem and are closely connected to the future of science and peer review. Given 
their broad and cross-cutting nature, artificial intelligence-related considerations are beyond 
the scope of this paper and are being examined through separate work that will inform CIHR’s 
AI strategy and future approaches to program delivery.

Interventions to address the challenges
Based on analyses and consultation to date, CIHR is seeking feedback on interventions to 
address the three main challenges (Table 3). 
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Table 3: Interventions for the community to consider

Challenge Interventions being explored

Reduce application 
pressure

Application limits, post-award pauses, resubmission 
approaches, competition structures

Strengthen peer review 
Peer review reciprocity, stronger Chair and Scientific 
Officer roles, meeting formats, alternative decision 
approaches

Improve program design Stand-alone programs, budget approaches, application 
and assessment requirements 

Interventions range from small adjustments to more substantial changes. The ordering of 
interventions is intended to help readers understand their relative scope and potential impact; 
it should not be read as a predetermined implementation sequence. Interventions could be 
considered individually or in combination. Community feedback, evidence, risks and feasibility 
would help determine which interventions, if any, should be tried. Note that success of one 
intervention might reduce the need for other interventions. 

How any future changes would be implemented and assessed 
CIHR heard clearly that the research community prefers incremental, evidence-informed 
change to rapid large-scale reform. Any interventions that advance would therefore be 
introduced in a way that allows CIHR to assess impacts, identify unintended consequences, and 
refine the approach before broader and more complex changes are considered. CIHR would 
communicate potential changes early and provide preparation timelines appropriate to the 
scale of the intervention.

Any adopted measures would be assessed against defined objectives. CIHR would use a 
structured evaluation framework, informed by external advisory guidance, and would provide 
regular updates through its communications channels. This would help ensure that future 
decisions remain evidence-informed and that the research community has opportunities to 
understand and respond to change.

CHALLENGE 1: REDUCE  
APPLICATION PRESSURE

This section presents a range of interventions that could reduce application pressure relative to 
the number that can ultimately be funded (Table 4). The options were generated by preliminary 
engagement with the Canadian research community (Table 5, Table 6) and environmental scans 
of other national and international funding agencies (Annex 1)12,13,14,15,16. A summary of these 
options including their main impact, potential benefits and risks can be found in Table 7.
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Table 4: Proposed interventions for discussion for balancing demand and 
system burden

Degree of change Intervention being explored

Incremental
One application per nominated principal applicant

Temporary pause after funding

Moderate Capping resubmissions

Structural

Single annual intake with feedback-and-response

Biannual intake with feedback-and-response

LOI stage

Rolling intake

Analyses were conducted to assess the potential impact of some interventions on CIHR’s 
application pool with a subset presented here. Additional interventions that were explored but 
set aside due to strong community or CIHR concerns can be found in Annex 2. The options 
below are presented from less to more restrictive.

Question for discussion: Which approaches would best reduce application 
pressure while protecting fairness, access and research excellence, and which 
trade-offs are most concerning?

Incremental interventions 
These interventions are estimated to reduce application pressure by around 19% (~650 
applications). Together, they would require relatively limited changes to CIHR’s delivery model, 
as no large, structural changes to the competition process would be made.

One application per nominated principal applicant per competition
The proportion of nominated principal applicants submitting two application is increasing 
(Figure 7, left panel). Second applications are disproportionately submitted by Pillar 1 
researchers, senior career researchers and men. The success rate of second applications, 
assuming the second application is the lower ranked of the pair, is on average 3.8% (Figure 
7, right panel; Figure 22). Limiting applicants to a single application per competition 
would reduce overall application volume by 11-17%. However, with the growing number 
of applications from unique nominated principal applicants (Figure 1), the impact of this 
intervention may be short-lived. In practice, the impact of nominated principal applicant limits 
may be temporary as researchers can circumvent these policies by applying in other roles 
(e.g. principal applicant). It is also possible that the duration and funding amount requested 
in single applications increase as researchers consolidate multiple proposed projects into a 
single application. 
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Temporary pause after receiving Project Grant funding 
Temporarily making a nominated principal applicant funded in one competition ineligible to 
apply in the subsequent competition could reduce cycle-over-cycle application volumes by up 
to ~400 (10-15%). Fewer than 5% of applications in a single competition are from nominated 
principal applicants funded in the preceding competition because most successful applicants 
choose not to apply immediately after securing funding. A mandatory post-award pause is also 
estimated to modestly increase the pool of researchers available to participate in peer review, 
because recently funded researchers would no longer be in conflict as applicants. It could also 
help broaden the distribution of funds across a wider range of nominated principal applicants. 
While the modelling examined a one-competition pause, a two-competition duration could 
also be explored. 

Moderate interventions 
Limiting resubmission of lower-ranked grants
Half of all applications in a competition are resubmissions, and restricting a subset of those 
that were scored poorly in a previous competition could reduce application volumes by over 
1,000 applications per competition. However, determining an appropriate cut-off based on 
the percent rank of a prior application presents challenges. A low ranking in one competition 
does not predict a low ranking in a subsequent competition, particularly when applicants have 
addressed reviewer feedback. About 80% of funded resubmissions ranked in the top 50% of 
the previous competition (Figure 23). In absolute terms, our data suggest about 40 ultimately 
successful applicants would have been delayed from submitting for one competition with such 
a cut-off. Limiting the bottom 25% of previous applicants from submitting for one competition 
would delay about 16 ultimately funded resubmissions for one competition (Figure 24). 

An alternative approach is to strengthen reviewer feedback by indicating whether a proposal is 
recommended for resubmission (e.g., with minor revisions, major revisions, or not recommend 
resubmitting). Clearer signals could help applicants make more informed resubmission 
decisions and help moderate resubmission pressure. Like caps based on scores, applications 
that are not invited to resubmit would be restricted from applying. Should this approach not 
lead to meaningful changes in applicant behaviour, these categories could also provide a 
basis for applying more targeted, time-limited, CIHR-enforced restrictions on resubmissions to 
the program.

Regardless of the approach, it will be operationally challenging for CIHR to enforce 
resubmission restrictions, as doing so would require establishing clear thresholds for 
how substantively different an application must be to be considered “new” rather than 
a resubmission. Applicants may try to circumvent the policy and reintroduce a restricted 
resubmission as a new application. 

A more administratively feasible approach would be to place restrictions on the applicant 
rather than the application. For example, applicants whose submissions were low ranked or 
not invited to resubmit could be required to wait one competition before reapplying. Any 
restrictions on resubmissions could be applied strategically (e.g., early career researchers would 
be excluded from this policy), balancing application pressure with support for researchers 
establishing and seeking feedback on their research programs.
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Structural interventions 
CIHR is also seeking views on four more substantial structural changes. They are presented for 
consideration and not as a predetermined next phase or a commitment to change the current 
program structure.  

Single annual intake with a feedback-and-response model
A single annual intake, paired with an in‑cycle feedback‑and‑response model, would allow 
applicants more time to strengthen proposals, support reviewer calibration, and reduce burden 
across the system. Adapting the current model to address existing concerns with reviewer 
continuity, a feedback-and-response model would provide applicants with an opportunity to 
address reviewer questions and critiques within the same competition and with the same set 
of reviewers. In this model (Figure 25), reviewers would complete their initial assessment and 
provide written comments to the applicants who would then be given an opportunity to submit 
a response to those same reviewers. Reviewers would recalibrate their scores based on those 
responses prior to engaging in the in-meeting discussions. This would create a structured 
exchange that supports continuity and consistency but requires a longer competition timeline. 
Applicants would be assessed within the same competition context throughout the process. 
Unlike resubmissions, which are reviewed alongside a different pool of competing applications 
and often by different reviewers, a feedback-and-response approach keeps both the reviewers 
and competitive context stable, allowing assessment to focus on how well applicant concerns 
have been addressed.

Using past competition data, results from a single annual intake were simulated by assuming 
that one competition would include all applications from the Spring and all original applications 
from the following Fall competition (i.e., excluding Fall resubmissions). Across multiple years of 
data, the number of applications decreased, entirely through the reduction in the number of 
resubmissions, increasing the overall success rate. Further, more unique nominated principal 
applicants were funded, the total number of funded grants increased, higher success rates 
were observed for all equalization groups, and fewer grants were equalized (Table 8). 

While the current 2-competition Project Grant timeline allows for more frequent submissions, 
it does not necessarily result in shorter delays to funding. The median number of competitions 
required to apply to secure funding, for those who receive Project funding, is three (Figure 
26), and a subset of unsuccessful applicants persists across many competitions. The number of 
competitions required to secure funding varies by career stage; early career researchers most 
often secure their first funded grant after two competitions (median = 2) compared with 3 for 
mid‑ and senior‑career researchers. The time-to-funding estimates are based on a model in 
which approximately 425 grants are funded per competition cycle. Under a single-competition 
model that funds approximately 850 grants per cycle, time-to-funding would be expected 
to be shorter than shown. Grant resubmission impacts funding success, as the success rate 
of original applications is only 9.9% compared to 23.2% for resubmissions. Overall, the data 
suggest that funding success depends more on application refinement and persistence than on 
the number of submission opportunities. Under a single annual intake model, this persistence 
would be consolidated into one structured cycle, concentrating both applicant and reviewer 
effort, competition funding, and the probability of success within a single competition. 

Biannual intake with a feedback-and-response model 
An alternative approach would be to maintain the flexibility of two competitions per year while 
adding the advantage of the feedback-and-response model, allowing for applicants to submit 
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to the competition that works best with their schedule. This option would require extending 
and overlapping competition timelines to incorporate the feedback-and-response mechanism. 
The advantages observed under a single-annual-intake design similarly apply here. 

In the context of overall application pressure and recruitment challenges, it would be necessary 
to reduce the overall number of applications to ensure the model remains feasible. Additional 
measures would be required to limit submissions across the two competitions, limiting 
application frequency within a given year. It would not be possible for applicants to submit 
the same application/idea to two overlapping competitions17. To reduce overall pressure, 
applicants could submit only one application per intake cycle per year. Applications submitted 
to separate competitions would need to be monitored to ensure they are both conceptually 
and budgetarily distinct. 

The overlapping nature of the competitions would adjust the current peer review committee 
structure, requiring an increase in the overall number of peer reviewers as well as an increase 
in the number of CIHR staff supporting the overlapping competitions. Unlike the current 
system, where many reviewers can participate across two competitions, this approach would 
require securing experts for independent and parallel competitions, requiring an increase in the 
number of reviewers. This competition format could introduce burdens for reviewer pools and 
may necessitate introducing mandatory review for applicants. In that scenario, any applicants 
who applied to one competition, if eligible, would be required to review applications 
submitted to the other competition and vice versa. Eligibility of their application would be 
contingent on this participation. This would ensure a sufficient reviewer pool that could be 
used as a base. Additional reviewers from the academic community would be required to add 
to the overall base to form a complete set of reviewers.

Continuity of Chairs and Scientific Officers across both competitions would not be feasible, 
as they cannot participate in overlapping cycles running concurrently. As a result, committee 
norms, oversight, and shared expectations would need to be re‑established each competition 
under different leadership, increasing the risk of variability in decision‑making and weakening 
consistency and training across intake cycles.

Introducing a Letter of Intent (LOI) stage 
In this model, funding decisions are made through a two-stage process designed to identify 
and assess the most competitive proposals. In the first stage, applicants submit a concise and 
structured LOI (e.g., 2 pages) that is assessed and scored with the average score used to rank 
applications. A high triage threshold is applied (for example, removing 60-70% of applications), 
and top-ranked applicants are then invited to submit a full application in the second stage, 
where proposals undergo more detailed peer review. This approach could be implemented in 
both single and biannual competition models.

While there would be no reduction in the overall number of applications, LOI screening offers 
an efficient approach to managing workload. This would reduce the burden on both applicants 
and reviewers, allowing effort to be focused on the most competitive applications and 
enabling faster early-stage decisions. Decisions at the LOI stage would be made with limited 
information, increasing the risk that meritorious proposals are screened out prematurely. Short 
formats can also introduce bias, favouring applicants who are more established or better able 
to communicate ideas concisely. Reviewers must assess LOI stage applications with less to draw 
on, which can increase variability in how they are interpreted and scored. Reviewers would also 
need to balance the assessment of high-risk, high-reward ideas with more incremental research. 
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The LOI stage would need to be carefully integrated into timelines to allow adequate time 
for the review and development of full applications. To support calibration and consistency 
in scoring, reviewers would be assigned a relatively high number of LOIs to assess. While this 
approach would improve comparability across applications, it may also limit the degree of 
alignment between reviewer expertise and specific topics. Applicants who do not advance 
past the LOI stage would receive limited feedback, rather than the more detailed written 
reviews provided for full applications. Applicants may also perceive LOI-stage decisions as 
less transparent and/or more subjective due to this limited feedback. Appropriate blinding 
could be applied to help reduce reviewer bias18, although its implementation in grant review is 
limited19,20.

The program design should include measures to protect the success of early career researchers, 
such as reserving a defined proportion of invitations to the full application stage for this group. 
Alternatively, early career researcher applications could be reviewed in a separate pool or 
against separate criteria.

Rolling application intake
CIHR could make a more substantial shift by adopting a rolling intake model, in which 
applicants may apply for Project Grant funding at any time throughout the year, with 
applications reviewed and funding decisions made on an ongoing basis rather than through 
a fixed competition timeline. Several funding organizations have adopted this approach, 
including the Research Council of Norway21,22, the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council of Canada Alliance program23 and multiple funding streams offered by the Canada 
Council for the Arts24. For the Project Grant program, a rolling intake could increase flexibility 
for applicants, improve responsiveness to emerging health research priorities, and enable 
researchers to apply when projects are fully developed and not when dictated by competition 
deadlines. A continuous flow of funding decisions could also help to reduce gaps in research 
funding and support a more responsive research ecosystem. However, implementing such 
a model would require shifting to a different operational model, including the need for 
continuous peer review capacity and maintaining consistency and fairness across application 
cohorts. While a rolling intake could distribute applications more evenly throughout the year, it 
may not reduce the overall application pressure, as the underlying demand for funding would 
remain unchanged. There is also a risk that the absence of fixed deadlines could encourage 
more frequent submissions/resubmissions, shifting reviewer burden from periodic competition 
cycles to a continuous year-round process. To help mitigate this risk and maintain a sustainable 
review system, applicants would be limited to a maximum of two Project Grant applications 
per year. Finally, unless funding allocations are managed carefully, a rolling intake model could 
create real or perceived inequities by reducing funding availability for high-quality applications 
submitted later in the fiscal year when funds are exhausted. Budget management would 
become more complex, requiring ongoing monitoring and forecasting as application volume, 
funding requests, and award timing fluctuate throughout the year. 
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CHALLENGE 2: STRENGTHENING  
PEER REVIEW

This section focuses on the reviewer pool, the peer review process and the quality and 
consistency of deliberation and decision-making. It includes a small number of actions already 
underway, as well as interventions on which CIHR is seeking further feedback, which would be 
implemented in multiple stages (Table 9). A summary of these options including their main 
impact, potential benefits and risks can be found in Table 10.

Table 9: Proposed interventions for discussion for strengthening 
peer review

Timeline Interventions being explored

Actions underway
Mandatory peer review

Enhanced role of Chair and SO

Near term Expanded in-person peer review

Longer term

Partial randomization

Expansion of expertise of CIHR staff

Funding decisions beyond rank order

Question for discussion: Which measures would most improve reviewer 
participation, consistency, useful feedback and effective deliberation while 
preserving scientific expertise and fairness?

Actions already underway 
Most options in this paper remain exploratory. However, ongoing engagement has identified a 
small number of measures that have received significant support from the research community 
and peer review leaders, and CIHR has already begun implementing the actions identified in 
this section. They are separated from the options that remain under consultation so readers can 
clearly distinguish between current actions and future possibilities. 

Mandatory peer review
Holding CIHR funding demonstrates that a researcher has the capacity to engage in the 
full research lifecycle and possesses the scientific expertise expected of CIHR reviewers. 
While CIHR recognizes the many demands on researchers’ time9, peer review is not only a 
cornerstone of CIHR’s funding model but also a collective responsibility that ensures fairness, 
transparency, and excellence. To begin, CIHR has strengthened expectations for peer review 
participation and mandatory peer review as a condition of funding. Implementing this strategy 
may increase the reviewer pool by up to an additional ~400 researchers (the number of 
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individuals who received CIHR funding but did not accept any reviewer invitations in a 3-year 
period). While this represents an important first step, additional interventions will be required 
to move mandatory peer review from principle to practice and ensure it becomes a meaningful 
component of the funding ecosystem. CIHR will work with institutions to share data on their 
contributions to peer review and other CIHR activities that support the work of the agency, 
which will inform institutions of their own participation, enable them to compare their level of 
engagement to that of others, and implement targeted interventions. CIHR will also work with 
institutions to strengthen recognition of peer review in career advancement processes and 
encourage the provision of protected time for this essential activity. In the future, CIHR could 
extend this to a condition of applying, provided that reviewer eligibility requirements are met.

Enhanced role of the Chair and Scientific Officer
Strengthening the role of Chairs and Scientific Officers represents an important opportunity to 
enhance the quality, consistency, and effectiveness of peer review. Chairs and Scientific Officers 
play a central role in shaping committee culture, facilitating robust and balanced deliberations 
and supporting reviewer calibration. Previous engagements with Chairs and Scientific Officers 
have highlighted broad support for providing these members with enhanced opportunities to 
contribute, along with the tools, training, data, and operational supports needed to apply their 
expertise more effectively in the peer review process. 

Opportunities include greater access to information that supports reviewer recruitment and 
assignment, enhanced training and mentorship, access to review quality feedback, and clearer 
expectations regarding their roles in supporting committee performance and review quality. 
This could include a more active role in reviewer recruitment, enabling Chairs and Scientific 
Officers to help identify expertise gaps, support targeted outreach to potential reviewers, and 
encourage participation while maintaining appropriate CIHR oversight and safeguards. Over 
the longer term, CIHR could further strengthen leadership capacity through more structured 
succession planning, onboarding, and development pathways for future Chairs and Scientific 
Officers. Together, these measures would support stronger reviewer engagement, more 
consistent decision-making, and more effective peer review deliberations, contributing to a 
higher-quality and more resilient peer review system.

Near-term interventions
Expanded in-person peer review
A meaningful proportion of the research community has an interest in returning to some form 
of in-person peer review. This process has started, beginning with the Indigenous health 
research community who deliberated in person during the Spring 2026 competition. This 
decision reflected the strong rationale provided by this community, recognizing that Indigenous 
health research is rooted in relationship building, trust, and cultural understanding, and that in-
person settings better support meaningful connections, dialogue and respect for Indigenous 
ways of knowing.

Returning the entire Project Grant program to an in-person peer review model is estimated 
to cost approximately $4 million per competition. As a result, CIHR would be able to support 
in‑person peer review once per year. If CIHR maintained the current competition structure, 
an alternating seasonal model could be put in place, and the in-person meetings could set 
expectations of accountability, engagement and calibration, and reinforce norms for the virtual 
meetings. To ensure appropriate stewardship of public funds, reviewers would be assigned 
more applications, consistent with pre-virtual workloads, further supporting calibration 
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and consistency. CIHR would continue to offer the opportunity to participate virtually for 
teleconference members (those with 1 or 2 assigned applications), accessibility requests, and 
last-minute weather- and illness-related cancellations to maintain the integrity of peer review 
and encourage broad participation by reducing barriers to engagement.

The alternating model would also add operational complexity to the current structure, as 
it would require running two distinct peer review models each year. This could introduce 
variability in processes and create potential inconsistencies in reviewer experience, 
participation, and engagement across competitions. There is a need to continue to improve the 
virtual peer review model which was adapted from the in-person format rather than purpose-
built for a virtual environment. Work to strengthen the virtual format, such as increasing 
reviewer engagement and calibration, would move forward alongside the proposed changes to 
help ensure a better peer review process overall.

Longer-term interventions
Partial randomization
Partial randomization can complement peer review in the allocation of research funding25,26. 
Unlike full randomization, it is applied in a tiered fashion and only to a subset of applications 
that have already met a defined level of relevance and quality. Partial randomization can 
enhance transparency by making explicit that applications entering the lottery are considered 
comparably meritorious. It acknowledges the inherent role of chance27, 28, 29, 30, the limits of 
reliability in peer review, particularly amongst closely ranked proposals at or near the funding 
threshold31, and the challenge of peer review score predicting research productivity32. Partial 
randomization has the potential to reduce peer review burden by shifting the focus from fine 
distinctions among highly competitive applications to determining whether proposals meet 
a threshold of excellence33. Used in this way, peer review would continue to assess merit, 
while randomization would be used to decide funding outcome amongst proposals that are 
otherwise considered comparably competitive. 

Partial randomization can be tailored to support certain applicant groups and may help 
reduce inherent bias towards underfunded groups, such as early career researchers. For 
example, weighting principles could be introduced to increase the probability that applications 
from specific groups are selected within the randomized pool. This would allow equity to 
be considered while maintaining a merit-based threshold for entering the lottery. Partial 
randomization is increasingly being adopted by research funders, and CIHR would not be alone 
in pursuing it. CIHR already employs partial randomization in certain funding opportunities34, 35 
and several international funders have piloted modified lottery approaches in some programs36, 

37, 38, 39, finding, for example, enhanced diversity in the funded applicants40, 41. 

Expansion of expertise and roles of CIHR staff
Expanding the complement of CIHR staff to include individuals similar to Program Officers 
and Program Directors at the US National Institutes of Health could help to support aspects 
of the peer review process. At the National Institutes of Health, scientific staff play a unique 
role in providing strategic advice to applicants, assessing alignment with institute priorities, 
guiding researchers through funding opportunities, monitoring emerging scientific trends, and 
supporting funding and portfolio decisions while remaining separate from formal peer review42. 
Adoption of these roles could provide a different mechanism to support applicants through 
early identification of high-potential research opportunities, enhanced knowledge of emerging 
scientific trends and deeper ties to the Canadian research community. Building on the National 
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Institutes of Health model, it could also offer the potential to introduce triaging of applications 
in advance of peer review within certain programs, thus lowering the burden on peer reviewers. 

Funding decisions beyond rank order
Rather than relying solely on rank order within highly competitive applications (e.g., the 10–
20% range), CIHR could take a more deliberate approach to funding decisions in this range. 
When applications are effectively equivalent in merit, additional considerations could be used 
to guide funding decisions, such as whether an applicant already holds one or more active 
CIHR grants. For example, priority could be given to a highly ranked applicant with no current 
CIHR funding before allocating additional funding to one who is already well supported. Other 
considerations could include research in priority areas or applicants whose highly ranked 
application narrowly missed funding in the last competition. However, any of these decisions 
would require careful consideration, especially in the case of ties, and would need to be 
outlined in advance to ensure transparency in the funding processes.

CHALLENGE 3: IMPROVING  
PROGRAM DESIGN

This section asks whether the Project Grant program and the broader investigator-initiated 
funding model could be better designed for the breadth of health research CIHR supports 
(Table 11). Different research areas may require distinct funding models, application 
requirements, budget approaches, evaluation criteria, or levels of risk tolerance. The purpose 
is not to prescribe a single future model, but to identify where greater tailoring could improve 
research impact while preserving fairness and rigour. A summary of these options including 
their main impact, potential benefits and risks can be found in Table 12.

Table 11: Proposed interventions for discussion for improving 
program design

Timeline Intervention

Longer term

Standalone programs

Changes to budget assessment

Reconsidering application requirements and 
review criteria

Question for discussion: Where could distinct program models, revised budget 
approaches, or different application and assessment requirements better support 
the needs of health research communities? 
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Longer-term interventions
Potential stand-alone programs 
CIHR is exploring where stand-alone, open programs may best address unique and/or distinct 
needs. For example, CIHR is exploring a new, standalone, fit‑for‑purpose, and scalable 
clinical trials/randomized control trials program that will better align program design and 
delivery with the distinct requirements of trials research. Conceptually, this program would 
introduce opportunities for both investigator‑initiated and priority‑driven trials, replacing 
the Project Grant program as the primary mechanism for trial applications and enabling 
strategic investments aligned with emerging health and system priorities. The new program 
would incorporate modernized, trial‑specific application requirements, peer review criteria, 
and enhanced monitoring and reporting, responding to ecosystem gaps identified through 
consultations and evaluations. The current funding envelope for clinical trials/randomized 
control trials within Project would be transferred to this new program. These features would 
position the clinical trials/randomized control trials program as a funding mechanism capable 
of delivering support for investigator‑driven trials while remaining responsive, scalable, and 
impact‑focused in addressing Canada’s evolving clinical research priorities.

Further, a distinct, investigator-initiated Indigenous health research program would enable 
application and peer review processes to be co-designed around the unique needs, values, 
and research approaches of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis communities, rather than requiring 
applicants and reviewers to work within structures designed for the broader Project Grant 
program. In many respects, Indigenous health research already operates through a distinct 
model within the Project Grant program, with applications reviewed by a dedicated committee 
composed largely of reviewers with Indigenous health research expertise and lived experience, 
assessed using specific Indigenous research considerations, supported through an iterative 
review process, and backed by a dedicated commitment that 4.6% of the Project Grant budget 
support fundable applications in this area43. Establishing Indigenous health research as a 
standalone funding opportunity would build on this foundation by providing greater flexibility 
to support Indigenous scholars and community leadership, fostering relational and culturally 
grounded approaches to application development and peer review, and demonstrating CIHR’s 
long-term commitment to Indigenous research, reconciliation, and structural change.

Given the conservative nature of peer review within a constrained funding environment, 
CIHR could also develop a dedicated high-risk, high-reward research program designed to 
complement the Project Grant Program by supporting innovative ideas that may otherwise 
be disadvantaged in traditional funding opportunities. Evidence from research funding 
literature suggests that, when success rates are low, reviewers may place increasing weight on 
methodological limitations and unresolved uncertainties, contributing to more conservative 
funding decisions and stronger preferences for proposals in which risks have already been 
substantially mitigated44, 45, 46. While this approach helps minimize risk and maximize the 
likelihood of achieving funded outcomes, it can also inadvertently discourage bold, exploratory 
research that challenges existing paradigms or pursues untested research directions. CIHR 
could consider a program to address this gap for projects that challenge conventional 
thinking, employ unconventional approaches, techniques or methodologies, and embrace a 
higher degree of uncertainty in pursuit of transformative impact. By supporting early-stage 
research that may lack substantial feasibility data and enabling exploratory-focused projects, 
the program could help ensure that potentially groundbreaking ideas are not overlooked 
due to the inherent conservatism of traditional peer review. In doing so, it would diversify 
CIHR’s research portfolio, complement existing investigator-initiated funding mechanisms, and 
strengthen the agency’s ability to advance the full intent of the CIHR Act.
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Other research areas, such as commercialization, could benefit from their own research 
programs. A stand-alone commercialization program could help ensure that translational 
and market-readiness research are assessed using commercialization-relevant objectives and 
criteria that reflect the distinct needs and outcomes of this area of research. However, separate 
programs may require more complex budget management. Under the current Project Grant 
model, increases in application pressure within a research area can be accommodated through 
the competition-based allocation of funding. With dedicated program envelopes, preserving 
this responsiveness would require ongoing adjustments to funding allocations across the suite 
of programs.

Potential changes to budget assessment 
CIHR could explore more structured approaches to budget assessment to improve consistency 
within and between peer review committees. Options could include a modular budget 
approach, a dedicated budget review process that assesses funding requests independently of 
scientific merit, or more detailed budget scrutiny only for larger or longer-term requests, while 
streamlining assessment for most applications. 

Controlling grant size is one potential lever that could be considered, with implications for both 
the number of grants funded and the level of support available for individual research projects. 
CIHR already uses a large grant policy to manage the highest-value requests through a 
dedicated funding envelope, but additional approaches could also be explored. For example, 
a budget cap could help CIHR support more researchers within available resources, while 
alternative models such as standardized grant sizes or a dedicated pool of smaller grants could 
simplify budget assessment and encourage applicants to request funding that is more closely 
aligned with project needs. However, any approach would need to consider grant duration, 
project scope, and the significant variation in research costs across disciplines, methodologies, 
populations, and settings.

Across-the-board cut
In addition to any budget cuts recommended through peer review, a 23.5% reduction is 
applied to the budgets of all funded Project Grants. The intent is to increase the number of 
projects that can be funded within CIHR’s fixed budget envelope. However, this practice may 
be incentivizing applicants to request larger budgets in anticipation of cuts and may reduce 
the likelihood that reviewers recommend budget reductions.  In cases where the across-the-
board cut results in budget gaps, grant holders may then seek additional funds from CIHR or 
other funding organizations, contributing to increased application pressure across the funding 
ecosystem. As CIHR explores alternative approaches to budget assessment, there may be an 
opportunity to revisit the need for the across-the-board cut. Any change or removal of the cut 
would need to balance the number of overall projects supported with the need to provide 
successful applicants with the level of funding required to undertake the proposed research. 

Reconsidering application requirements and review criteria
In the current system, the emphasis on feasibility helps ensure funded research can be 
successfully delivered. However, it can also create tension with the goal of supporting 
exploratory and transformative research. Extensive preliminary data are sometimes needed 
to be competitive, which may favour lower-risk, incremental projects over more uncertain 
but potentially higher-impact research. As a result, there may be value in examining whether 
current application requirements and review criteria appropriately balance scientific rigour 
with the desire to encourage innovation and risk-taking. This could be considered alongside 
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upcoming changes such as the integration of the Tri-Agency CV and capacity building into the 
program objectives47. 

A related consideration is whether the adjudication criteria, their interpretation, and the 
rating scale work together in a way that provides reviewers with clear guidance for assessing 
applications in alignment with the program objectives. Reviewing the rating scale and its 
descriptors would help determine whether they are sufficiently specific to distinguish between 
different levels of application quality and support greater calibration among reviewers. This 
could also reduce score clustering, improve comparability across peer review committees, 
and strengthen the alignment between ratings and the overall merit of applications. More 
robust descriptors could also give Chairs greater leverage to question and calibrate ratings 
that appear inconsistent with the comments presented by reviewers, helping to improve 
accountability and consistency in scoring. Additional descriptors or interpretive guidance may 
further support consistent and effective use of the full rating scale.

There may also be opportunities to reconsider the amount and type of information required 
in a Project Grant application. Recent changes, including reductions in the number of 
permitted appendices, have already streamlined parts of the application process. Any 
further simplification would be in line with the Government of Canada’s requirements 
to improve efficiency48 and decrease red tape49. Additional opportunities could include 
shortening proposal length and focusing more on the importance of the research question 
and the potential impact of the work. While the scale of Project Grant investments warrants 
an appropriate level of rigour, a more streamlined application process could be feasible if 
accompanied by corresponding changes to peer review expectations, including a greater 
willingness to accept uncertainty rather than the extent to which all risks have been mitigated 
in advance, and a review model that aligns the number of required reviewers with the needs 
and complexity of the funding opportunity. Potential approaches explored by other funding 
agencies include placing less weight on feasibility-related requirements, reducing expectations 
for preliminary data, and using targeted funding mechanisms to support research that may not 
compete successfully through traditional programs.

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT 
The purpose of this work and the discussion paper is to build a shared understanding of 
current challenges and ensure that future decisions are informed by the people who participate 
in and depend on the Project Grant system. Community engagement, consultation and 
clear communication will be central to any future change. CIHR will continue outreach with 
institutions, applicants, reviewers, Institute Advisory Boards, and other interested groups 
to clarify the challenges, discuss the options and their trade-offs, and hear concerns and 
alternatives ideas. 

A survey co-developed with external researchers that accompanies this discussion paper 
provides an opportunity to comment on the challenges, the three areas for discussion and the 
specific options presented. The survey will be used to inform future modeling of the combined 
impact of interventions on outcomes. Feedback from the survey and upcoming community 
engagement will be analyzed to inform future decision-making. CIHR is committed to reporting 
back on what was heard and how that feedback influenced subsequent decisions and actions. 
Comments, questions, and feedback can be submitted directly to CIHR at: IIRconsultations-
consultationsRL@cihr-irsc.gc.ca.

mailto:IIRconsultations-consultationsRL%40cihr-irsc.gc.ca?subject=
mailto:IIRconsultations-consultationsRL%40cihr-irsc.gc.ca?subject=


23

The pressures facing Canada’s health research funding system require action. If recent trends 
persist, the current approach will not remain sustainable. With the exception of measures 
already identified as underway, the options in this paper remain open for discussion, and CIHR 
is seeking the community’s views before making decisions about which interventions should 
move forward. While we are committed to meaningful engagement, we recognize that no 
option is likely to meet everyone’s needs or preferences. Difficult choices will be required. For 
this reason, the research community’s input will be critical to identifying solutions that address 
growing pressures on the system while preserving what matters most: support for Canada’s 
highest-quality and most impactful health research. 

The peer review system depends on the leadership, expertise, and engagement of the 
research community, and meaningful change will require us all to work together. We invite the 
community to help shape a stronger and more sustainable peer review system that continues 
to support research with the greatest potential. Over the coming months, CIHR will use what 
is heard through surveys, consultations, and engagement activities to refine the interventions 
under consideration and assess their potential impacts. This work will inform future decisions 
and the development of implementation plans for any changes that move forward. Meeting 
these challenges will require a collective effort, but together we can ensure that Canada’s 
health research funding system evolves to meet changing needs while remaining resilient, 
responsive, and able to support the research and discoveries that Canadians rely on.
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ANNEX 1: ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN
Table 1.1: Strategies implemented by other research organizations.

Research Agency Intervention

Restrictions 
by nominated 
principal  
applicant

Restric-
tions by 
institution

Limiting AI 
use

AI for 
desk  
rejection

Rolling 
intake

Revising 
research  
impact  
criteria

Revising 
assessment 
criteria in 
peer review

Public consulta-
tion on demand  
management

The National Institutes 
of Health (NIH)

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

UK Research and  
Innovation (UKRI)

✓ i ✓ i ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Wellcome Trust ✓ ✓

European Research 
Council (ERC)

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Research Council of 
Norway (RCN)

✓ ✓ ii ✓ ✓ ✓

National Health and 
Medical Research 
Council (NHMRC)

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

La Caixa Foundation ✓ ✓ ✓

Agence nationale de  
la rechercheiii

✓ ✓

Swiss National Science 
Foundation

✓ ✓iv ✓ ✓

i.	 UKRI is applying changes on an FO basis, depending on the nature and aims of the FO

ii.	 The RCN notes the use of AI for administrative processing but does not explicitly state its use for desk rejection

iii.	 The ANR provides research funding across all disciplines but more closely reflects CIHR’s peer review processes

iv.	 The SNSF recently updated their guidelines for reviewers50, allowing them to use AI to assist them in evaluating  
grant proposals but not use it as a replacement for their judgement

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-25-132.html
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-25-132.html
https://www.ukri.org/apply-for-funding/before-you-apply/demand-management-for-funding-applications/
https://www.ukri.org/apply-for-funding/before-you-apply/demand-management-for-funding-applications/
https://wellcome.org/research-funding/guidance/how-wellcome-makes-funding-decisions/how-wellcome-manages-application-demand
https://erc.europa.eu/news-events/news/applying-erc-grant-2027-competitions-what-you-need-know
https://erc.europa.eu/news-events/news/applying-erc-grant-2027-competitions-what-you-need-know
https://www.forskningsradet.no/en/news/2024/first-fripro-allocation-with-open-ended-calls-and-continuous-application-processing/
https://www.forskningsradet.no/en/news/2024/first-fripro-allocation-with-open-ended-calls-and-continuous-application-processing/
https://www.grants.gov.au/Fo/Show?FoUuid=d2e29b6b-3d2b-463f-a52d-47df2d3c2ad8
https://www.grants.gov.au/Fo/Show?FoUuid=d2e29b6b-3d2b-463f-a52d-47df2d3c2ad8
https://www.grants.gov.au/Fo/Show?FoUuid=d2e29b6b-3d2b-463f-a52d-47df2d3c2ad8
https://caixaresearch.org/documents/d/caixaresearch/health-research-call-eligibility-evaluation-guidelines-2026-pdf
https://anr.fr/en/call-for-proposals-details/call/aapg-appel-a-projets-generique-2026/
https://anr.fr/en/call-for-proposals-details/call/aapg-appel-a-projets-generique-2026/
https://www.snf.ch/en/1OsSI1dScWZlkNAf/news/greater-demand-smaller-budget
https://www.snf.ch/en/1OsSI1dScWZlkNAf/news/greater-demand-smaller-budget
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ANNEX 2: RESTRICTIVE 
INTERVENTIONS NOT BEING PURSUED

Institutional quotas
Figure 2.1: Percentage of applications by the proportion of institutions

Institutional quotas, like those implemented in some awards programs, would cap the number 
of applications submitted by each institution. Over the past 4 years, 10% of institutions 
(13 institutions) submitted 78% of the applications (Figure 2.1), suggesting that enforcing 
institutional quotas could have a substantial impact on overall application volume. Several 
quota models were simulated, including caps based on prior success rate, percent ranks, or 
historical institutional application volumes. Each approach presents distinct advantages and 
disadvantages, with differential effects based on institution size, application pressure, and 
funding success. Some models favoured institutions with stronger funding success while others 
penalized the submission of large volumes of low-scoring applications. 

Implementing institutional quotas would require significant institutional buy-in, as responsibility 
for pre-screening and internal selection would sit with the institutions themselves. This 
approach carries notable risks, as institutions vary considerably in their capacity and resources 
available to implement internal review processes in a consistent, transparent, and fair manner. 
Well-resourced institutions may be better positioned to establish robust selection processes, 
including bias-mitigation practices, training, and formal oversight mechanisms, whereas smaller 
or less-resourced institutions may face challenges. 
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Institutional quotas may generate unintended behaviour in applicants and institutions. 
Internal selection processes could disadvantage early career researchers and may encourage 
institutions to prioritize applications perceived as ‘safer bets’ or more likely to secure 
funding, reducing support for high-risk, high-reward or interdisciplinary research. In principle, 
institutional quotas may be inconsistent with the foundations of an open competition, as they 
constrain access prior to peer review, shifting decision-making from an open, peer reviewed 
process to uneven internal gatekeeping and limiting opportunity for all meritorious ideas to 
compete on equal footing.

One funded grant per nominated principal applicant
Among CIHR-funded researchers holding investigator-initiated grants (Project, Foundation, and 
OOGP Grants), most hold one (Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2: Number of grants held by NPA

This may be in part due to the nature and duration of Foundation Grants, which provided 
significant long-term, stable funding. Limiting researchers to holding only one open grant 
would reduce the number of applications by ~700 (21%).

A one‑grant limit could promote a broader distribution of funding across the research 
community, supporting a more diverse pool of funded research. Such an approach may also 
help mitigate the “Matthew effect,” whereby researchers who are already well funded are 
more likely to secure additional grants, reinforcing cumulative advantage51. Limiting multiple 
concurrent grants could improve success rates among early- and mid-career researchers. 

However, these potential benefits must be weighed against the risk of constraining top-
performing researchers and the overall impact on scientific excellence. Such limits counter one 
core principle of excellence in peer review: identifying and supporting the strongest ideas and 
best research proposals. A one-grant limit could nudge applicants to request funding for their 
entire research program in a single application. This would increase average grant requests and 
thus reduce the number of grants that can be awarded across a competition.
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ANNEX 3: FIGURES AND TABLES
Figure 1: Number of unique nominated principal applicants who applied, applied 
for the first time and were funded or applied to CIHR Grant programs.

Figure 3: Count of number of real and forecast applications submitted across 
competitions by pillar
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Figure 4: Count of number of real and forecast applications submitted across 
competitions by career stage

Figure 5: Count of number of real and forecast applications submitted across 
competitions by panel for Health Services Evaluation & Interventions Research 
(HS1), Public, Community & Population Health (PH1), and Randomized Controlled 
Trials (RC1)
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Figure 6: Count of number of real and forecast applications submitted across 
competitions by primary institute for the Institute of Aging (IA), Cancer Research 
(ICR), Circulatory and Respiratory Health (ICRH), Genetics (IG), Gender and Health 
(IGH), Human Development, Child and youth Health (IHDCYH), Health Services 
and Policy Research (IHSPR), Infection and immunity (III), Indigenous Peoples’ 
Health (IIPH), Musculoskeletal Health and Arthritis (IMHA), Nutrition, Metabolism 
and Diabetes (INMD), Neurosciences, Mental Health and Addiction (INMHA) and 
Population and Public Health (IPPH)
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Figure 7: The number and proportion of NPAs that submit multiple applications 
(left) and the success rate of second applications (right).

Figure 8: The proportion of NPAs that submit multiple applications by pillar
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Figure 9: The proportion of NPAs that submit multiple applications that are 
second submissions from the same NPA by career stage

Figure 10: Number of applications and percentage of resubmissions by fiscal year
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Figure 11: Application pressure from Foundation holders across Project Grant 
competitions

Figure 12: Active funded Project Grants by competition cycle and Foundation 
holder status
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Figure 13: Application submission patterns among unique NPAs by Foundation 
holder status

Figure 14: Mean requested and funded Project Grant size by fiscal year
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Figure 15: Number (left panel) and proportion (right panel) of reviewer invitation 
responses. Data are fit using LOESS. 

Figure 16: Number of reviewers with no applications funded
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Figure 17: Number of reviewers with no applications discussed

Figure 18: Proportion of NPAs who reviewed in the previous competition
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Figure 19: Success rate by resubmission attempt

Figure 20: Number of competitions before resubmission and proportion funded
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Figure 21: Success rates of applications and reviewers in common between 
previous submissions and resubmissions

Figure 22: Success rate of NPAs that submit single or multiple applications
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Figure 23: Percent rank of previous application by the proportion of 
funded resubmissions

Figure 24: Percent rank of previous submissions by a) all or b) funded



39

Figure 25: Proposed process and timeline for one intake per year

Figure 26: Number of competitions to first funded Project grant
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Table 2: 8As of Grants Management

Activity Description Key Question

Authoring

Design of the funding 
opportunity (FO; program 
objectives, eligibility 
requirements, assessment 
criteria, funding parameters 
and reporting expectations

Did we design the right 
program?

Advertisement
Communication and 
promotion of the FO to 
eligible applicants 

Did we reach the right 
audience?

Application Intake

Submission and receipt 
of applications (eligibility 
screening and collection of 
information for review and 
administration

Did applicants submit 
complete applications?

Assessment

Evaluation of applications 
against established criteria 
through peer review to inform 
funding recommendations

Was review fair and efficient?

Approvals & Agreements

Funding decisions are 
finalized, applicants are 
notified, and funding 
agreements and related 
documentation are 
completed

Were decisions 
communicated promptly?

Award & Manage

Administration of funded 
grants, including release of 
funds, oversight of awards, 
and management of ongoing 
requirements

Are grants being 
administered effectively?

Analytics & Audit

Collection and analysis 
of information related to 
funded projects to support 
accountability, performance 
monitoring, and auditing 
activities

What do the data tell us?

Achievement

Assessment of research 
outputs, outcomes and 
impacts, generating evidence 
that informs future program 
improvements, Fos and 
funding decisions

What impact was achieved?
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Table 5: Summary of engagement activities and estimated number 
of participants

Engagement 
Group

Organization/Entity Estimated 
number of 
participants

Advisory Boards

Institute Advisory Boards (all 13 institutes); 
CIHR HIV/AIDS and STBBI Research 
Advisory Committee; Science Council; 
Investigator Initiated Research Working 
Group

250

Networks
University Delegates; Health Charities 
Coalition of Canada; Canadian Immunology 
Conference; III New Investigator Forum

270

Institutions

University of British Columbia; Université de 
Montréal; Université de Laval; University of 
Ottawa; Ottawa Hospital Research Institute; 
Université de Sherbrooke

600

Peer Reviewers & 
Researchers

Project Grant Chairs and Scientific Officers; 
Project Grant Reviewers (Spring 2024); 
National ‘Ask Me Anything’ webinars 

980
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Table 6: Heatmap of summarized feedback received to date. Heatmap 
was generated using Co-Pilot and notes from engagements.

Theme Sentiment/Interpretation

Root cause and core issue Strong consensus that system strain is real and driven by 
funding constraints and unsustainable application volume

Clarity of framing 
and narrative

Needs simpler, clearer and more compelling articulation of the 
problem and rationale for change

Strength of evidence Strong but gaps remain (disaggregated data, behaviour, 
perceptions and AI impacts)

Competition structure  
(1 vs 2 annual intakes 
per year)

Contentious with opposition due to risks to continuity of labs 
and impact on ECRs

Application volume 
management

Broad support in principle but mixed views on mechanisms and 
impacts on fairness and excellence

Peer review system Support to preserve but need for improvements (quality, 
consistency, burden and incentives)

Funding decision phase Interest in partial randomization for funding decisions

AI and innovation Interest and necessity for adoption but should be exploratory 
with limitations and emphasis on privacy and data sovereignty

Implementation, trust and 
change management

Requires strong communication, transparency, piloting and 
engagement

Strong alignment / consensus

Support with important considerations

Concerns / important risks

Contentious / lack of consensus
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Table 7: Summary of Challenge 1 interventions, impacts, benefits and risks

Intervention Main estimated 
impact

Potential benefits Potential risks

One application per NPA Reduces application 
volume by 11-17%

Applicants must prioritize their 
strongest proposal

Limits flexibility
Applicants may seek workarounds

Post-grant pause Reduces application 
volume by up to 5-15%

Broadened funding distribution
Increases potential reviewer pool

Restricts funded researchers from pursuing 
new opportunities immediately after receipt of 
funding

Resubmission restrictions Reduces application 
volume by up to 30%

Reduced reviewer burden
Additional time for application 
revisions

May prevent potentially fundable applications 
from returning
Operationally challenging to implement
Applicants may seek workarounds

Single annual intake + 
feedback/response Improves review continuity

Reduces application volume
Better reviewer calibration
Applicants can directly address 
concerns with the same set of 
reviewers

More time between competition cycles
Less flexibility on submission timing
Risks funding gaps

Biannual intake + 
feedback/response Improves review continuity 

Applicants can directly address 
concerns with the same set of 
reviewers 
Maintains flexibility of submission 
timing

Requires more reviewers
Requires substantial operational support
Requires inclusion of other restriction measures 

Letter of Intent stage
Concentrates effort to 
the most competitive 
applications

Reduced applicant and reviewer 
burden

Strong applications may be screened out early
Reduced feedback for unsuccessful applicants 
at the LOI stage

Rolling intake Increases flexibility of 
submission timing

Applicants can submit when an 
application is ready
Enhances responsivity of funding to 
emerging health research

Challenges with program budget management
High operational complexity
Challenges with fairness, consistency, reviewer 
capacity, and equalization
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Table 8: Impact of moving from two competitions to one using Project 
Grant data from 2023-2025

Competitions/
year

Year

2023 2024 2025

# of applications

1 3,285 3,749 4,390

2 4,288 5,074 5,916

Difference -1,003 -1,325 -1,526

# of fully funded grants

1 760 838 876

2 754 826 856

Difference 6 12 20

Success rate

1 23.1% 22.4% 20.0%

2 17.6% 16.3% 14.5%

Difference 5.6% 6.1% 5.5%

% of grants equalized

1 13.4% 8.6% 12.9%

2 16.2% 9.8% 19.0%

Difference -2.8% -1.2% -6.1%

# of unique nominated 
principal applicants 
funded

1 740 808 839

2 718 783 818

Difference 22 25 21
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Table 10: Summary of Challenge 2 interventions, impacts, benefits and risks

Intervention Main impact Potential benefits Potential risks/trade-offs

Mandatory peer 
review Expands reviewer pool Reduces recruitment challenges

Reinforces reciprocity Additional burden to overtaxed research community

Enhanced Chair and 
SO roles

Improves review quality and 
consistency

Stronger oversight, calibration, 
reviewer support, and 
deliberation

Increased responsibilities for Chair and SOs

Expanded in-person 
peer review

Strengthens engagement and 
discussion quality

Improved calibration, 
networking, and reviewer 
experience

Significant cost and operational requirements
Risks alienating reviewers unable to attend in-person 
meetings
A seasonal risks inconsistencies in process across the 
virtual and in-person peer review meetings

Partial 
randomization

Addresses uncertainty among 
highly ranked applications

Acknowledges limits of ranking 
similar proposals
Improved perceived fairness 
and equity in funding outcomes

Controversial among some applicants and reviewers

Expanded Program 
Officer model

Increases scientific and 
programmatic oversight

Improved applicant support, 
portfolio management, and 
strategic guidance

Significant new staffing and operational costs
Recruitment and retention challenges

Funding decisions 
beyond rank order

Allows flexibility in funding 
decisions for equally 
meritorious applications

Supports strategic priorities 
and/or specific underfunded 
groups

Concerns about transparency, fairness and objectivity 
in peer review
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Table 12: Summary of Challenge 3 interventions, impacts, benefits and risks

Intervention Main impact Potential benefits Potential risks/trade-offs

Standalone programs Better aligns programs with 
distinct research niches

Tailored review, oversight, and 
program objectives
Greater flexibility

Increased program complexity and 
fragmentation
Additional operational complexity
Risks fragmenting applicant and 
reviewer pools

Alternative budget 
assessment approaches

Improves alignment between 
requested and awarded 
budgets

More transparent and consistent 
budget decisions
Less gaming of budget requests
Reduced applicant and reviewer 
burden

Requires redesign of review 
processes
Potential for fewer applications to 
be funded

Revised application 
requirements and review 
criteria

Better aligns assessment with 
program objectives

Reduced applicant and reviewer 
burden
Potential for increased support for 
innovation and high-risk research

Potential uncertainty and variability 
in review
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