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Introduction Another Nobel laureate, Rosalyn Yalow, has noted that peer reviews need for public accountability
can conflict with the freedom necessary to cultivate scientific breakthroughs. g Although al three issues-
efficiency, efficacy, and equity-are important as wel as interrelated, the Committee asked us to focus primarily
on the equity or fairness of the peer review process. Many critics believe that in peer review a select group of
scholars from a Perceptions of Bias smah number of elite universities repeatedly decide to fund one anothers
research while waving the flag of merit review to justify their funding decisions. Charges that peer review is
unfair have led to several surveys of participant perceptions. An independent survey of a smal sample of
applicants to National Cancer Institute found that 61 percent thought NIHS reviewers were reluctant to support
unorthodox or high-risk research, approximately 40 percent agreed that initial review were controled groups
by an old boys network, 34 percent agreed that reviewers were biased against researchers in nonmajor
universities or institutions in certain regions of the United States, and 17 percent believed that reviewers are
biased against young investigators. 10 NSF In a 1988 survey of more than 14, 000 investigators submitting
proposals during the 1985 fiscal year, 38 percent indicated dissatisfaction with the peer review process. The
most frequently volunteered reasons for their dissatisfaction, in order of importance, included ( 1) reviewers or
panelists were not experts in the field ( 18 percent ); ( 2 ) reviews were perfunctory, cursory, and nonsubstantive
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