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Abstract

As part of the shift towards a more equitable research culture, funders are reconsidering traditional approaches to peer review. In doing so, they seek to
minimize bias towards certain research ideas and researcher profiles, to ensure greater inclusion of disadvantaged groups, to improve review quality, to
reduce burden, and to enable more transformative research. This paper presents the rationale and findings from a trial of partially randomized funding al-
location (PRA) used to internally distribute Research England’s Enhancing Research Culture fund at the University of Leeds. Of 26 eligible applications,
six fell in the upper midfield on quality assessment and were randomized. Of this subset, one received the available funding. Qualitative data from appli-
cants, reviewers, and moderators in the trial suggest modest gains regarding the reduction or perception of bias and efficiency of peer review. There
were variable benefits of the feedback that PRA provides. A range of concerns emerged about PRA's perceived fairness, bluntness, and threat to qual-
ity. Based on the behavioural responses we captured, we present strategic and operational recommendations for professionals working in research
evaluation who are interested in adopting PRA as a way of improving research culture. For example, we highlight the importance of (1) sharing data on
the role of chance in traditional peer review, and (2) considering the benefits and risks of PRA at both group and individual applicant levels.

Keywords: grant peer review; research funding allocation; partial randomization; modified lottery; research culture.

1. Introduction human selection biases inherent in peer review merely shifted
to the process of threshold-setting? Should applications that
lost out due to randomization be allowed to resubmit? As in-
novation in research assessment expands as part of the
growth in research culture initiatives, evaluative literature
addressing these debates is emerging from researchers, meta-
researchers, and professionals in research and innovation
management and policy (Woods and Wilsdon 2021a,b;

In the move towards a more equitable research culture, sev-
eral funding bodies have started to reconsider traditional
approaches to peer review. In doing so, they are seeking to
minimize bias and ensure greater inclusion of disadvantaged
groups, to improve review quality, to save time/reduce bur-
den, and to enable more transformative research. UKRD’s re-

cent review of peer review (Kolarz et al. 2023) evaluates 38 Kolarz et al. 2023)

intervention-types designed to optimize peer review pro- As part of the research culture strategy at the University of
cesses. One of these zlippro.aches is partially randomized allo- Leeds, in 2023—4 we adopted PRA for our internal open call
cation (PRA) of funding, aiming to: for research culture projects funded by Research England’s

Enhancing Research Culture fund. This meant that we effec-

[..] remove bias (both against demographic factors and tively used a partial lottery system to make funding decisions

riskier ideas), and to reduce administrative burden in the for proposals considered equal on core quality criteria.
selection process. Mostly the burden is mentioned in con- Similar to other trials of randomization in research funding,
nection to ranking, but the literature suggests that it has we opted for its partial form, by which the middle tranche of
also been used (in connection with other interventions) to applications rated on core quality criteria go through to ran-
enable shorter applications. dom selection for funding.
The relatively small number of applications to our call en-
The review justifies PRA thus: abled us to solicit opinions on the experience. To add to the
growing body of investigations into PRA, we compiled our
[ ... ] increasingly overwhelming evidence that while peer/ processes and emerging data to share the outcomes of our
panel review reliably identifies the very highest quality trial, to evaluate the impacts of the PRA pilot, and to make
applications, as well as the ‘tail’ of unsuitable low-quality recommendations for future adaptations.
ones, it tends towards arbitrary decision-making in the Contributory data includes indicative quantitative meas-
‘upper-midfield’ of the quality spectrum. ures from the PRA round relative to the traditional peer re-
Kolarz et al. (2023: 44). view process used in our previous open call, as well as

stakeholders’ reflections on their experience of PRA.
PRA’s principles and implications raise several questions
(Golberg 2022; Nature Editorial 2022; Harford 2023). For 1.1 Precedents for partially randomized allocation
example, can we justifiably assess units on their grant income Although random selection of projects for funding was dis-
when the element of chance is explicitly introduced? Are  cussed some time ago as part of RAND’s publication on
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alternatives to peer review (Guthrie at al. 2013), and exempli-
fied by Brezis (2007) as ‘focal randomization’, its uptake to
date has been limited. Kolarz et al.’s (2023) review highlights
the use of PRA by a range of research funding bodies, includ-
ing New Zealand’s Health Research Council (see Liu et al.
2020 for a review), the Volkswagen Foundation in Germany,
and the Swiss National Science Foundation. Among the first
funders trialling in the UK are NERC (Exploring the
Frontiers and Pushing the Frontiers schemes) and the British
Academy (BA/Leverhulme Small Research Grants). NERC’s
stated aims were to increase the diversity of award recipients
and streamline the application process, while the BA’s ratio-
nale was to improve research culture through a transparent
and simplified system, to remove human bias and partiality
to achieve equity, to enable limited feedback to applicants,
and to ease the burden on applicants and research officers
without impacting the quality of applications and assessment.
In summer 2023, Wellcome used PRA to allocate funding to
applicants to its Institutional Fund for Research Culture
(IFRC), to work towards removing biases and support fair-
ness, ‘recognising that there is no “right” answer for research
culture but plenty of solutions’ (Lewis-Wilson, Towers and
Wykeham 2023).

PRA is also used in charity funding, e.g. Nesta’s
Explorations Initiatives. In their justification, Nesta describe
funding as ‘a nightmare of unconscious biases, popularity
contests, conservative decision-making and trying to slide a
cigarette paper between two applications that are equally as
good [...]". Nesta states similar aims to the funders refer-
enced above, i.e. to save time, reduce bias, improve diversity,
and give space for more unconventional ideas.

PRA has had relatively low uptake, and little direct metare-
search with applicants and reviewers involved in PRA has been
published to date [with the notable exception of Liu et al.
(2020)]. However, some positive impacts are emerging. Kolarz
et al. (2023: 44) report that at least two funders were found to
have diversified their awardee pool. Applications to three more
were found to increase in response to the introduction of PRA,
reportedly due to a perceived higher chance of success among
applicants. In Woods and Wilsdon’s (2021a) small-scale quali-
tative study with six research funding bodies, the key driver for
PRA was found to be fairness—both of decision-making and to
applicants regardless of background or field. The study also
revealed challenges regarding the communication of the system
to stakeholders, with concomitant reputational risk.

In 2023, the British Academy (hereafter BA) published
promising interim findings of its 3-year trial of PRA. From
the two initial rounds (of six), successful candidates have
come from a wider range of institutions, many in receipt of
their first BA Small Grant, and more from Scotland and
Northern Ireland than previously. There has been a notable
increased in successful BAME applicants (27% vs. 18% un-
der the previous system). Notably, the BA have seen a 32%
increase in applications to the scheme, up from the preceding
year when the traditional application process was used.

1.2 Our rationale for change

Our internal, open-call scheme for enhancing research culture
funds has been running since 2022. The scope of the fund is
broad and attracts a wide range of research questions, meth-
odologies, activities, and team structures. This heterogeneity
makes ranking more challenging than comparable calls with
a narrower focus. Further, having observed the external trials
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in partially randomized allocation, we wanted to investigate
the anticipated benefits for research culture more locally.
Reflecting the BA’s model, these benefits were:

1) Reduction of bias: Among strong applications that are
deemed equally fundable, randomization should reduce
conscious or unconscious bias against people, thus
addressing inequities that may be experienced by e.g.
early-career researchers or those from under-represented
groups. Randomization should also reduce bias against
particular research ideas, e.g. towards safer options at
the expense of more radical proposals.

2) Efficiency: Partial randomization should ease the burden
on reviewers as they need only to provide a simple but
rigorous threshold judgement.

3) Feedback: Partial randomization provides basic feed-
back to unsuccessful applicants who do not pass the
quality threshold, and to those who pass the threshold
but lost out during the randomization process.

PRA was thought to be well-suited to our 2023-4 call
based on the previous year’s response of high quality, small-
scale applications for exploratory studies typical of this
scheme, together with the relatively small and time-poor re-
view panel, and a tight reviewing timeframe.

The previous year’s call used a more traditional reviewing
process, requiring a panel of 20 reviewers to allocate 0-2
points against each of the 10 quality criteria, offer brief quali-
tative comments, then attend a full panel review session to
come to final decisions.

2. Methods

This section describes the process by which we integrated
PRA into the open call for projects.

2.1 Launch

We provided the three-part rationale for adopting PRA (as above)
within the call guidance distributed to potential applicants.

2.2 Reviewing

We received 32 applications to the scheme. Fourteen peer
reviewers were invited from the University’s research culture
governance groups and cohorts of the University’s 100 Black
Women Professors NOW programme. Reviewers were ran-
domly paired and asked to reach agreement on approxi-
mately four applications each. Each pair was allocated a
moderator from the research culture team to adjudicate dis-
agreements (this support was only called on from one of the
seven reviewer teams). Successful applications were required
to pass an initial quality threshold: applications were deemed
fundable if they satisfied the first two criteria plus a minimum
of two others. This was determined via a light-touch peer re-
view process involving six binary criteria:

1) Does the proposal persuasively articulate the research
culture problem or challenge that it aims to ad-
dress? (required)

2) Are its aims clear and achievable within the given time-
scale? (required)

3) Is the methodology appropriate?

4) Are the likely impacts of the project identified, and are
the outcomes measurable?
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5) Are the roles and responsibilities of all team members
and any partners clearly defined?
6) Are the costs requested appropriate?

The threshold and criteria provided were designed to elimi-
nate proposals which were out of scope, unclear, unfeasible,
without impact, and/or poor value for money.

2.3 Randomization

As this was our first exploration of PRA, we decided to use a
moderate form of randomization in which only the mid-
graded applications are randomized (also used by Wellcome’s
IFRC), cf a more comprehensive approach in which all appli-
cations above a threshold are randomized, such as the form
used by the BA.

Applications that received a ‘yes’ response from each re-
viewer pair on all six criteria clearly passed the quality
threshold and were automatically funded.

Our protocol stated that if there were remaining funds af-
ter this allocation, proposals that received one ‘no’ response
from the reviewer team on criteria 3—-6 would be randomized.
Those that came at the top of the randomized list down to
the total funding limit would be recommended for funding.
This process would be repeated for proposals that received
two ‘no’ responses. Proposals receiving a ‘no’ on more than
two criteria, or on criteria 1 and 2 at any stage would fail the
quality threshold and be rejected.

NB. A subset of six applications were not randomized.
These concerned projects that had been awarded pilot fund-
ing in the previous year’s call, and which had then been sub-
mitted as follow-up applications. Five of these met the initial
quality criteria and were funded without randomization.

2.4 Qutcome

After the removal of the five successful follow-up applica-
tions, there were 26 remaining applications. Fourteen of these
did not pass the initial quality threshold so were rejected.

Of the remaining 12, six passed all six quality criteria and
were funded.

Six additional applications passed the quality threshold,
passing five out of the six criteria. These were randomized as
follows. A simple R script (R Core Team 2023) was written
to generate a random list of numbers 1-6. In MS Excel, this
list was pasted into a column next to the prepared list of proj-
ect numbers, assigning a random number to each project
number. The entire table was then sorted by the random
number list in ascending order, generating a ranked order of
priority for funding by project number.

The application at the top of the randomized list was
funded. The funding allocation limit was then reached.
Therefore, five applications were unsuccessful due to ran-
domization. A total of £382K was allocated to 12 funded
teams. One of these was awarded using PRA. Figure 1 shows
the review and randomization process.

2.5 Diversity monitoring

Diversity information on each team member was requested
on the application form, alongside the option to withhold
this information. After randomization and funding recom-
mendations, the research culture team manually collated and
reviewed the gender, race, disability, and career stage diver-
sity among project teams to verify that the PRA process had
not generated any preferential biases among successful vs. un-
successful applications (see Fig. 2). The outcome of diversity
monitoring was presented to the reviewer panel. If there had

[ 32 applications

\ 4

[ 6 follow-on projects

26 new projects ]

! '

l l

1 failed quality 5 passed quality 14 failed quality 12 passed
threshold threshold threshold quality
= unfunded = funded = unfunded threshold

J [ Peer review for quality ] [ Application ]

Randomisation

~—

Figure 1. Flowchart of review and randomization processes.

6 passed all six
quality criteria =

funded Y
6 passed five
quality criteria =
randomised

1 (top of
5 unfunded

randomised list)
= funded
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W Successful

m Unsuccessful

Female

Male

Gender

Non binary

Self describe

Asian or Asian British

Black, African, Caribbean or Black British

Mixed or multiple ethnic groups

Ethnicity

White
Other ethnic groups

Yes

Disability

No
Research Enabler
Postgraduate Researcher

Early Career Researcher

Job type

Mid Career Researcher

Senior Researcher
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Total number of applicants

Figure 2. Diversity monitoring data. Note: Applicants provided diversity data on their applications in varying formats. This representation is as accurate as

possible from the data provided.

been concerns regarding bias, i.e. if the randomization pro-
cess had reproduced inequities towards a privileged group by
chance, it would have been run and checked again. We in-
cluded this exception in our protocol to protect against an
unacceptable unintended consequence.

2.6 Notification

Applicants were notified of review outcomes and unsuccess-
ful applicants received feedback. This indicated whether their
proposals had been deemed fundable but not selected for
funding due to randomization (‘your proposal was deemed
fundable but unfortunately came below the threshold of
available funds’), or not selected for funding due to falling
short of the quality threshold (‘unfortunately on this occasion
your proposal has not been selected for funding’). This was
accompanied by written reviewer comments where provided.

3. Results

3.1 Stakeholder reception

As Table 1 shows, when comparing the 2022 (traditional)
and 2023 (PRA) calls, a similar number of applications (35
vs. 32 respectively) and successful applications (13 vs. 12)
were generated, though both the total amount requested and
the mean cost per application was ~20% more in 2023,
reflecting the higher value of the overall fund and better
awareness of the scheme. The 2023 call required fewer

reviewers and yielded significantly fewer incomplete reviews
(0 vs. 15).

We elicited comments on the PRA process from applicants,
reviewers, and moderators using a Microsoft Form question-
naire. See Supplementary Table 3 (Appendix) for the full list of
questions used to elicit stakeholders” opinions on the PRA pro-
cess. This was completed by reviewers and moderators during
the reviewing panel session. Applicants received the question-
naire via email approximately a fortnight after the release of
reviewing outcomes. Table 2 shows the frequency of responses
from each stakeholder group, by role type and career stage.

Here we summarize the qualitative responses by question
and theme, exemplified by selected data.

Did the PRA approach influence your decision to apply? If
so, in what way?

The majority of applicants (7/12) reported no influence. Of
those who did report an influence (3/12), this was negative,
citing the explicit chance factor as a deterrent. Two respond-
ents did not complete this section.

Yes, I almost did not apply as I was unsure if PRA was the
right approach.

It made me slightly more nervous to apply and also a little
frustrated that, technically, a proposal that would have
scored less than ours using a standard scoring criteria could
have been funded, and ours not.

On the whole, I found it a bit off-putting because it seemed
that part of the process would be governed by chance rather
than merit. I also didn't think the information on process
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Table 1. Comparative quantitative data on Enhancing Research Culture fund processes.

Round 1: December 2022
(traditional allocation)

Round 2: July 2023
(partially randomized allocation)

Number of applications submitted
£ value of applications

Number of applications randomized,
i.e. passing quality threshold

No. applications awarded funding
Final success rate

Total fund available

Total funding awarded

Profile of successful/unsuccessful applicants
(i.e. gender, race, disability, career

stage, faculty)

Applicant team size

Range/consensus of reviewer scores

Number of reviewers

Profile of reviewers (i.e. gender, race,
disability, career stage, faculty)

Volume and type of queries from applicants

Volume and type of queries from reviewers

Number of incomplete reviews

35

Total: £853,713
Range: £6K-£50K
Mean: £24,392
N/A

13

13/35=37%
£280,000

£267,783

(99% of funding pot)
Did not collect

Smallest: 2
Largest: 14
Large variance

20 total

3 per application

(approx. 5 apps per reviewer)
Did not collect

Approx 15 queries on:

Application form, project type, buy out,
costings, deadline, eligibility, signatures,
future calls, application support

3 queries on:

Availability and scoring process

3 reviewers did not complete, amounting to 15
incomplete reviews

32 (26 new; 6 follow-up)
Total: £1,053,000
Range: £10K—£50K
Mean: £30,086

6

12

12/31=37%
£400,000

£382,000

(95% of funding pot)
See Table 2

Smallest: 2

Largest: 35

Six out of seven reviewer pairs agreed on all
scores before joint score submission. One pair
called on the moderator to facilitate agreement
on two applications.

14 total

2 per application (approx. 4 apps

per reviewer)

2 senior members of staff

2 mid-career

3 did not specify

3 professional services

2 academic

1 technical

1 did not specify

Approx 7 queries on:

Future calls, external collaborators, project
type, signatures, deadline extensions due to
industrial action

2 queries on:

Binary judgements and HR timescales

0

Table 2. Frequency of responses from each stakeholder group, by role type and career stage.

Number and type of
stakeholders questioned

Number of responses

role type

Breakdown of respondent

Breakdown of respondent
career stage

31 applicants

14 reviewers 7

5 moderators

12 (6 successful)

6 (duplicate response by 1 moderator)

8 academic

1 did not specify

3 professional services

2 academic
1 technical

3 professional services

1 early career

4 mid-career

4 senior members of staff
3 did not specify

2 senior members of staff
2 mid-career

3 did not specify

1 did not specify

2 academic

4 professional services

3 senior members of staff
3 mid-career

provided beforebhand was sufficient for me to understand
what sort of PRA method was employed. We live in the age
of Al—what model of randomization was used and how was
this model trained? How biased might the model be?

Did the PRA approach affect the way you reviewed the
applications? If so, in what way?

Although the reviewer response rate was low (50%), some
said that PRA gave them a heightened sense of
the importance of their decisions. They also found the
binary rating unsatisfactory and lacking in nuance.
Two reviewers reported no influence of PRA on their
behaviour, one citing that they were ‘still entrenched in the
traditional approach’.
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* Increased awareness of power as a reviewer:

Ultimately it did not change anything but I was aware that
the more applications that 1 scored as able to proceed to ran-
domization, the less chance each application had of success.

It did make me think about the role I played as a reviewer
and how my scores would affect chances of success. I think it
impacted my scoring—when I was not 100% sure about my
score, as I struggled to give either a 100% yes or no answer, |
found myself hoping that some bids would still get a chance
to be selected through the second stage random selection.

* Indirectly: the use of binary judgements was felt by some
to lack nuance. This was mitigated by many reviewers by
adding voluntary qualitative comments to their binary
judgements (which they intended to be developmental
for applicants).

It forced collective binary decisions which might have influ-
enced the outcomes—if the reviewers had slightly different views
there was a tendency to discuss and resolve to a single view.

No—but in combination with a binary approach I think it
did, so I found myself wanting a third ‘partially’ option
where it wasn't clearly a Y or a N as I was more aware of the
consequences.

I find the binary scoring unbelpful and unsatisfying. It was
the same for my co-reviewer. I would have felt more comfort-
able giving scores from 1-5; as in very rare cases was it as
clear cut as a yes or no. That made it really hard to review as
I feel the responsibility to give deserving applications a
chance for success. 1 felt under more pressure to get the scor-
ing right, but the only way to showcase my thinking was pro-
viding comments. I also think the comments are helpful for
the recipients—both those successful and unsuccessful.

I found the binary score challenging in some cases and per-
haps a 3 (or 42) point score would have allowed more nuance.

Did the PRA approach affect the typical burden involved in
reviewing? If so, in what way?

Reviewers’ responses to this question went against our an-
ticipated reduction in burden, with most (4/7) reviewers
reporting that they spent the same amount of time and atten-
tion on the reviewers as they would using a traditional sys-
tem. This was also reflected in the generous provision of
optional comments in the reviews. The remaining three said
they weren’t sure as they didn’t have enough experience to
compare with the traditional reviewing system.

* Probably not, as the panel meeting took time, but was ac-
tually really beneficial.

* No efficiencies garnered in terms of time and effort as
only appropriate to review each in detail.

* It did not impact—still read the applications in detail and
reflected on each criteria before responding to Y/N.

Are you convinced by our rationale for trialling PRA, e.g. re-
duction of human bias, efficiency, provision of feedback, in-
novation of processes?

The data suggest that stakeholder role was a factor in how
convinced stakeholders were of the rationale for PRA.

C. Davies and H. Ingram

Applicants were the most sceptical (while also representing
the full range of scepticism). Reviewers and moderators were
more convinced, with the caveat that moderators may have
been positively biased: they were all from the research culture
team, who tend to champion PRA.

Applicants:

* Not at all convinced x 4 (2 successful applications; 2
eliminated on quality)

e Somewhat convinced X 3 (2 successful; 1 eliminated
on quality)

* Mostly convinced X 2 (1 success; 1 n/a)

* Totally convinced X 2 (1 success; 1 eliminated on quality)

* Other x 1, commenting: I don't think the rationale was
explained as such—just presented as ‘this is how we're
doing it’

Reviewers:

* Somewhat convinced x 1

* Mostly convinced x 2

* Totally convinced X 3

* Other x 1, commenting: I can see the argument, but I am
not convinced it worked or resulted in a fairer selection:
the proposals Ihwe chose to go forward into the random
selection pool, the ones I thought had greatest merit did
not get selected, whilst those I felt were good enough but
not as strong as mylour top choices got selected. This feels
really dissatisfying and wrong.

Moderators:

* Somewhat convinced x 1
* Mostly convinced X 2
* Totally convinced x 3

Do you have any concerns about the move to PRA?

This question elicited many comments. Some applicants
reported being uncomfortable with the perceived element of
chance, citing unfairness that careful work should be reduced
to chance. Others felt that PRA was an overly blunt instru-
ment, unable to merit certain ideas or applicants with partic-
ular profiles. The partial nature of randomization raised
some concerns with some reviewers feeling uncomfortable
that some applications (previous pilots and the highest scor-
ing) did not undergo randomization. Two applicants were
concerned that the binary scoring system may threaten qual-
ity (i.e. the bar for a ‘yes’ decision may be lower than a con-
tinuous scoring system). Another applicant felt that the
feedback did not clarify the reasons for rejection. Eight
respondents reported no concerns.

¢ ‘Dumb luck’/lack of fairness

The reason why I put ‘not at all convinced’ is because of
the pot luck of this funding allocation after the threshold has
been met. I do think it is fantastic to trial innovative ways but
when I saw this as a method on the guidelines it did feel me
with anxiety. I am not sure whether it is fair to reduce the
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amount of work and consideration that is taken on the pro-
posals to a lottery chance of success. Could each application
that is peer reviewed be given a grade and then you have a
rank order in terms of quality and the top ones could then be
discussed at a panel (like the AHRC peer review col-
lege). (applicant)

I've yet to see a convincing argument for PRA in any area.
However much it is claimed to reduce bias and be more “efficient’
(which is a managerial weasel word that is blighting academia),
the bottom line is that it makes life simpler for reviewers (abdicat-
ing difficult decisions about funding) and considerably more un-
fair for applicants. Funding bodies should be able to justify their
decisions, not leave them to chance. (applicant)

If I had not been successful I am sure [ would be very nega-
tive about the PRA. As it turns out, I was funded, but I am
still unsure PRA is appropriate. (applicant)

Funding more on luck than merit—is it fair to cite these
successes in promotions, etc? (moderator)

* Blunt instrument/inequity

PRA may not fully account for the diversity of projects
proposed, and may not be able to strategically target impor-
tant areas. (applicant)

Yes, while 1 appreciate the gesture towards equality in the
move to PRA, and take your point about the drawbacks of hu-
man bias, 1 believe that we're increasingly as a University mov-
ing in the direction of equity, which is the (welcome)
recognition that some come with greater disadvantage, and
therefore may require case-by-case assessment which a PRA
process is incapable of providing. Efficiency may come at the
cost of equity in PRA. For example, there may be two applica-
tions of equal merit, but one which comes with more disadvan-
tage factors/from a project team with protected characteristics.
How would PRA account for this? In the same way that we're
starting to recruit more equitably as a University, we should
strive to [fund] projects more equitably as well. (applicant)

I agree that it will remove potential bias, unconscious and
conscious, and this is very important. However, I think it
could disadvantage earlier career researchers, who sometimes
benefit from positive discrimination by reviewers, e.g. they
are given the benefit of the doubt more often to account for
their relative inexperience. (reviewer)

For PRA we need to understand how to pair reviewers up
to assess applications: is two reviewers sufficient? Consider a
third for each application. (reviewer)

A post-outcome review of diversity data is key to successful
implementation: without it we risk inadvertently making
things worse. (moderator).

* Concerns about the partial nature of randomization

I do wonder about moving to include the previously
funded applicants and the top scorers in the randomization:
it might be fairer and more cost effective if RE funding is re-
duced. 1 appreciate that we solicited pilots last year with the
option of getting more but just not totally convinced we
should fund any without the randomization. (moderator)

It is interesting that 6 of the applications were awarded 6/6
so went through without undergoing randomization. As the

quality and number of applications increases we need to con-
sider how we avoid rewarding those better at writing an ap-
plication, for example an application may score 5/6 but be a
really good idea not quite written as well as another less good
idea written very well scoring 6/6

¢ Threat to quality

I totally get why the BA would do it for their small re-
search grant scheme as it's so massively popular. PRA
reduces the amount of time they have to spend deliberating
on cases they really can't decide between and the metrics so
far prove that it has encouraged more applications from pre-
viously under-represented groups. I'm less certain about its
use for relatively low volumes of applications to decide be-
tween. 1 guess that if 1 can be reassured that the quality
threshold is high enough then [ think it's a good
idea. (applicant)

The British Academy/Leverhulme format, of scoring pro-
posals and then them going into a ballot for funding should
they meet a certain score threshold, seemed a slightly better
approach than a simple yes/no approach as used for this call.
To me, it seemed quite easy to meet the “yes’ criteria, but I'm
not sure this binary approach would reflect the standard of
the proposals which meet the ‘yes’ criteria. (applicant)

* Lack of transparency:

The process wasn't very transparent. My outcomelfeed-
back email was completely unclear whether our application
had been part of the lottery or whether it didn't meet the
threshold for consideration. This isn't particularly helpful.
Information needs to be explicit and clear. (applicant)

* No concerns:

[ think it's a fantastic and very fair approach (applicant)

I think it's a really good move! 1've had so many funding
applications rejected by large schemes without knowing why.
It's belpful to know that a rejection might not be because of
my application (or chosen co-applicants) but luck of the
draw. (applicant)

No, it’s the way forward (moderator)

I think the benefits are strong especially as this can work to
reduce bias (moderator)

+ 2 reviewers (no comments)

+ 2 moderators (no comments)

Do you have any suggestions to belp us improve our system
of PRA?

Most comments reflected the need for greater transparency of
feedback, a return to full peer review panels on equity
grounds, a more nuanced scoring range, or a right to reply.

Be clear about whether an application failed at the quality
threshold or at randomization (applicant)

I'm not yet convinced that PRA is a sound replacement for
human processes, and would be in favour of either a return
to full peer review with unconscious bias observers or the in-
troduction of some means of equity monitoring at the PRA
stage of the process. This would of course confound the
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‘random’ part of the process, but would be more equita-
ble. (applicant)

Ditch it. But if you are going to make life easier for
reviewers and things more ‘efficient’, then the least that could
happen is that the feedback could be more constructive and
clear on why the reviewers have made their recommenda-
tions. At present, the system seems to work against applicants
in both the transparency of selection (if recommended for
funding; obviously not an issue for my team!) but also in
terms of the quality of feedback. (applicant)

If there are projects that are borderline above/below the
threshold perbaps a peer group panel makes the final deci-
sion. (applicant)

Have an opportunity to respond to reviewer comments before
deciding which proposals meet the quality threshold. (applicant)

I would apply a different, non-binary scoring system; I
would also not rely on two criteria only to decide whether
the bids make it through to the next round but all of the crite-
ria; I would also introduce a criterion on return in investment
as 1 think this is missing. (reviewer)

Thought needs to be given to the reapplication/resubmission
policy for those proposals that passed a given quality threshold
but have missed out on funding due to randomization—are
they permitted to resubmit? Where is the cut off? (reviewer)

Need to have some contingency plan on if more applica-
tions pass the quality review than you have funding. In this
case would we revert to full randomization? (moderator)

4. Discussion

The anticipated benefits of PRA stated in our rationale were
reduction of bias; efficiency; and feedback. Here we reflect
on the extent to which our trial achieved these.

4.1 Reduction of bias

As randomization was only used for applications passing five
of the six quality criteria, this reduction could only be partial.
That is, reviewer bias for certain topics could have influenced
initial binary decisions, leaving all those with six ‘yes’
responses with a straightforward route to funding. Bias
should have been reduced for applications scoring at the next
level down, though this only concerned six of the 25 applica-
tions. Thus, any reduction of bias was modest.

A system in which the most highly rated applications re-
ceive funding (i.e. partial randomization) is inevitably subject
to a degree of reviewer bias towards certain ideas. On bal-
ance, this is preferable to a fully randomized or lottery system
which does not use a quality threshold.

Because qualitative comments were not based on detailed
knowledge of outcomes, they could not conclusively address
the question of bias. However, some comments revealed con-
cerns about the removal of positive bias towards disadvan-
taged groups, e.g. ECRs or researchers of colour. However, it
is not clear to us how such positive bias (or ‘benefit of the
doubt’ as one respondent noted) might play out under non-
randomized, anonymized systems, outside of positive action
or quota schemes.

Diversity monitoring indicated that randomization had not
generated any notable bias according to gender, ethnicity, dis-
ability, or job type, and demonstrated an even distribution of
unsuccessful and successful applicants across the areas listed

C. Davies and H. Ingram

(see Fig. 2). Due to other aspects of the call management differ-
ing from the traditional approach in the previous year, it is not
possible to compare diversity outcomes. We hope to return to
this comparison in future rounds of the scheme.

4.2 Efficiency

Surprisingly, most reviewers reported that they spent the
same amount of time and attention on their reviews as they
would using a traditional system. This finding contrasts with
the aim to reduce reviewer burden, stated by this study and in
other trials of PRA (Kolarz et al. 2023: 44). PRA’s intended
reduction of burden makes intuitive sense, since reviewers
don’t need to stratify similarly strong applications. However,
on reviewing the extant literature, we find little evidence for
efficiency. Although respondents comment on the potential
for efficiency, actual benefits seem negligible. In some cases,
PRA was more burdensome due to its novelty (Woods and
Wilsdon, 2021b: 17-18). It will be important for future trials
to scrutinize this anticipated benefit with cohorts going
through PRA. Regarding the current study, the lack of relief
may be related to both the small-scale and the internal nature
of the funds: institutional colleagues were keen to provide de-
velopmental feedback. If this finding is replicated more
widely, it presents implications for the case for PRA. It also
nullifies some of the scepticism about the rationale for PRA,
i.e. it being solely to reduce reviewer burden.

Another important way to view burden is that placed on
the administrative team, who required fewer reviewers for
the PRA round, and who found it easier to recruit those
reviewers, and who were more compliant in returning their
reviews. Thus, the overall burden was lighter, even if the bur-
den on the reviewers who took part was similar.

4.3 Provision of feedback

Although we provided basic feedback on reasons for rejection
(randomization vs. quality, wording provided in section 2.6),
some applicants found this confusing. On reflection, our noti-
fications should have (1) been clearer that ‘not selected for
funding’ meant that these applications had fallen short of the
quality threshold, and (2) provided reviewer decisions relat-
ing to each of the six quality criteria to enable focused revi-
sions in any future applications. Administrators would need
to be clear about applicants’ right to respond in this scenario.

Wider discussion with colleagues also suggested that being
rejected on the grounds of randomization is both (1) easier to
accept and (2) frustrating in that no improvements can be
made when resubmitting.

In addition to the hypothesized advantages of PRA (i.e. re-
duction of bias, increased efficiency, and increased feedback),
an unanticipated theme came through strongly in our data:
the perceived element of chance and associated feelings of un-
fairness. Although randomization seems to bring this theme
to the fore, it is important to highlight the arbitrariness of tra-
ditional peer review process, incorporating a degree of uncer-
tainty by reviewers. Evidence from higher-volume calls
demonstrates that inter-rater reliability between reviewers
and panels is low especially at the funding threshold (Heyard
et al. 2022), and the ranking of close-scoring applications is
scarcely better than chance (Fang, Bowen and Casadevall
2016; Fang and Casadevall 2016; Jerrim and Vries 2020).
With this in mind, PRA does not seem to diverge from how
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traditional processes treat the strongest applications (Golberg
2022). In line with several funding agencies now increasingly
acknowledging the role of chance (Heyard et al. 2022), it will
be important to make the somewhat ‘random” or chance na-
ture of traditional peer review clear to stakeholders when
considering potential benefits and risks of PRA (as well as the
challenge of ranking heterogenous proposals). This quote
from Stafford et al. (2023) summarizes the gains that PRA
can bring to fairness of the process:

A recent study (Woods and Wilsdon 2021b) found that
the strongest motivator for funding institutions to use par-
tial randomisation is fairness: a fairer decision-making
process when peer review had reached its limits; fairer to
applicants, as it is blind to institution, geographical loca-
tion, race, gender, discipline and methodology; and also a
transparent process and therefore easier to communicate
and understand funding decisions. Other organisational
motivators are the desire to break deadlocks in, or reduce
time spent on panel decision making, and to ameliorate
risk aversion or other concentrations of awards so as to fa-
cilitate the funding of a greater plurality of research topics
and methodological types.

The chance factor also throws up concerns about reputa-
tional impact from both rejections and successes in PRA. Some
applicants may worry about crediting their awards (if success-
ful) to randomization, or being judged negatively if they lost out
due to randomization. Where traditional academic CVs are still
required, a brief line to clarify when randomization was used in
a grant scheme may help to mitigate this concern.

The qualitative data suggests that trialling PRA had no ef-
fect on the volume of applications submitted, though it was
correlated with a smoother reviewing process (note that the
2023 round used pair-reviewing which may have been a
stronger causal factor in reviewer compliance).

Overall, our sample was less enamoured with PRA than
some of the literature would predict. PRA has been heralded
as a means of addressing deeply entrenched, problematic
aspects of the funding system, e.g. bias; unreliability; conser-
vatism (Brezis 2007; Fang and Casadevall 2016; Golberg
2022; Heyard et al. 2022; Nature Editorial 2022). The cur-
rent study demonstrates the need to go beyond ‘what-if’ dis-
cussion (Barldsius and Philipps 2022; Philipps, 2022), and
instead engage meaningfully with applicants experienced in
PRA, e.g. Liu et al. (2020), who found their cohorts to accept
the change, albeit conditionally.

5. Conclusions

Based on questionnaire data responding to our trial of PRA,
only modest gains were made regarding the reduction of bias.
NB. there was limited potential to achieve this in our trial as
only one application was ultimately funded due to randomiza-
tion. An alleged loss of positive bias towards marginalized
groups was seen as a drawback (although this is hard to analyse
since positive action was beyond the scope of the trial).
Although reviewer burden did not differ from traditional
reviewing, the PRA round was more efficient to run by the ad-
ministrative team. The benefits of the feedback that PRA affords
varied significantly among applicants, so are inconclusive.

Behavioural responses to changes in funding mechanisms
are important to understand. Given that only 6/32 applica-
tions were randomized and available funds only covered one
of those six (since the application at the top of the random-
ized list was high-budget), it is important to interpret our
findings with an awareness that the documented PRA effects
are driven by perceptions of applicants and reviewers, rather
than the randomization process itself.!

Our trial was based on immediate experiences of the alloca-
tion process rather than the longer-term impact of PRA on the
nature and outcomes of the funded research. Downstream
effects on reduction of bias, gains in efficiency, or trust in fund-
ing allocation should be monitored. Randomization as a factor
in funding success will be added to the routine evaluation of the
outcomes and impacts of the funded project.

It is important to consider findings of PRA evaluations on
two levels. At the group level, positive effects are emerging, e.g.
The BA’s diversification of successful applications. However, at
the individual level, the process can be frustrating, e.g. percep-
tions of powerlessness by applicants.

This case study includes several limitations. First, it analy-
ses effects only on stakeholders rather than on the wider
research or funding system. These effects are also very early-
stage. Second, the case study does not purport to be a con-
trolled trial comparing PRA to the traditional peer review
process used in our previous call: the two calls differed in sev-
eral other aspects, e.g. reviewing criteria, concurrent indus-
trial action in 2023, and a different applicant cohort. Third,
relating to the stated aim to reduce bias, some reviewers may
have been able to identify applicants despite anonymization,
due to belonging to the same University community (though
note that any conflicts of interest on the part of reviewers
were expressed before the review process).

6. Recommendations

We will carefully consider the value of PRA in future funding
schemes based on our findings in this trial. We note several
recommendations for ourselves and our partners interested in
trialling PRA.

6.1 Strategic

1) Consider exemption from randomization for marginal-
ized groups to restore equity.

2) Reconsider exempting follow-on proposals from ran-
domization due to questions of fairness.

3) In future rounds of PRA for research culture projects,
communicate with stakeholders the evidence demon-
strating the influence of chance in traditional peer re-
view, as well as the specific challenges of assessing
heterogeneous projects.

4) Consider the benefits and risks of PRA at both group
and individual applicant levels.

5) In future rounds that use the consensus approach be-
tween reviewer pairs, capture information about their
level of agreement as a measure of uncertainty. This can
then inform decisions on reasonable levels of randomi-
zation, e.g. consider exempting from randomization
applications with lower reported levels of agreement.
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6) Solicit longer-range views on the outcomes of PRA from
successful applicant teams.

7) Re-run the trial in the subsequent round of this scheme
to investigate whether the marginal gains this year
are replicated.

8) Share the findings of this case study with colleagues within
and beyond the institution to facilitate discussion about
the merits of PRA for different funding schemes, and to en-
courage consideration of alternative approaches to
peer review.

6.2 Operational

1) Clearly include the reasons for rejection (i.e. randomiza-
tion or quality, plus reviewer decisions on criteria) in
outcome notifications.

2) Reconsider binary criteria, which some reviewers found
more challenging to use than graded scoring (while for
others it reduced the work required greatly). The granular-
ity of the scale should be considered alongside the volume
of applications: a finer-graded scale may be warranted in
higher-volume calls to sufficiently discriminate quality.

3) Ensure consistency in the way that diversity monitoring
data is provided by teams.
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