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• “Although proposals with strong priority scores were 
equally likely to be funded regardless of race, we find 
that Asians are 4 percentage points and black or 
African-American applicants are 13 percentage points 
less likely to receive NIH investigator-initiated research 
funding compared with whites.”

• “Together, these data indicate that black and Asian 
investigators are less likely to be awarded an R01 on 
the first or second attempt, blacks and Hispanics are 
less likely to resubmit a revised application, and black 
investigators that do resubmit have to do so more 
often to receive an award.”
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• “The conventional wisdom is that the market, if left to its own devices, 

would under- invest in research in terms of social benefits relative to 
social costs”

• Results from the previous grant (if there was one) play an important role 
in evaluation. 

• The presence of demonstrated expertise and strong preliminary data play 
an especially key role in the review process. A major reason that 
universities provide start up funds is to permit the newly hired faculty 
member time to continue the process of collecting preliminary data for an 
NIH proposal. 

• The “lineage” of the scientist is often noted, in terms of where the 
scientist trained and in whose lab the scientist did his or her postdoc work. 

• Researchers must also demonstrate that they have adequate space at 
their university in which to conduct the research.

• Grants are often scored on their “doability.”
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• First, the need for preliminary results biases funding 
decisions towards more established researchers and delays 
the submission of grants by investigators just starting out. 

• Second, more than 70% of new investigators must resubmit 
their proposals before receiving funding; thirty years ago 
over 85% of all new investigators received funding on their 
first submission. Resubmission can easily add an additional 
year to the process. 

• Third, people increasingly are older at the time that they 
get a tenure-track position.

• Decisions at the margin become increasingly random when 
reviewers must choose among a limited number of top-
quality proposals



Age Distribution in 1980 (background) and 2010 
(foreground)

National Institutes of Health (2012) Biomedical Workforce
Working Group Report (National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, MD)
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• Hypercompetitive funding system highly discouraging 
to potential outstanding students and faculty

• Crippling demands on faculty time
• Policies/practices/attitudes of academia based on the 

assumption of continued rapid growth of federal 
funding sources to match growth in costs and in people 
= perverse incentives for institutional funding

• Cost structure encourages oversupply of trained 
individuals for the positions available

• “. . . the system favors those who can guarantee results 
rather than those with potentially path-breaking 
ideas.”



• While reviewers are biased in favor of 
applications from their own subfield, they are 
also more informed about their quality

• First holding quality constant, every additional 
permanent member an applicant is related to 
increases her chances of being funded by 2.9 
percent

• Second reviewers shape committee decisions by 
both increasing bias and improving information

• Finally the gains associated with review by 
potentially biased experts dominate the losses



“Treating related applicants as if they were 
unrelated thereby eliminating both bias and 
information would reduce the quality of the 
NIH-supported research portfolio by two to 
three percent, as measured by future citations 
and publications.”





Conclusions
• Age and other bias in federal grant awards are 

documentable
• Basis for bias in part due to implicit bias (direct or 

indirect)
• Basis for bias in part due to metrics of quality that 

display implicit bias
• Reliance on grants as a proxy metric of excellence may 

compound implicit bias effects
• Potential junior faculty, and particularly URM faculty, 

are discouraged by the hyper-competitiveness of 
federal funding and the  “crippling” demands on time 
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