
 

David Sainsbury Fellowship Scheme: Peer Reviewer Guidance 
Please read carefully before completing the form. All papers are sent to you in confidence and 
you should destroy any files or printouts after use. 

Thank you for agreeing to provide a review on an application for a David Sainsbury 
Fellowship. Balanced peer review comments are essential in assisting the Panel in making 
shortlisting and funding decisions, and your help in the decision-making process is much 
appreciated. 

This document aims to provide you with information about the scheme and the 3Rs, as well as 
specific guidance on completing the peer review form in Je-S and the scoring criteria. 

Please contact the Office at fellowships@nc3rs.org.uk if you are unclear on any point or require 
further guidance.  

1. Background to the Scheme 

The aim of the David Sainsbury Fellowship Scheme is to support talented, 3Rs-minded 
scientists (with two to six years postdoctoral experience) with the transition to an 
independent career. The NC3Rs invites applications from exceptional early-career researchers 
and proposals relevant to any area of medical, biological or veterinary research or safety testing 
will be considered.  

Applications are invited from UK Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), Research Council 
Institutes and Independent Research Organisations (IROs, as described on the Research 
Councils UK website) regardless of the level of NC3Rs funding they currently receive.  

Key considerations of the scheme include: 

 Postdoctoral experience is calculated from the date of award on the applicant’s PhD degree 
certificate. Career-breaks and time outside of research are given due consideration. The 
Office operates a degree of flexibility by allowing applicants slightly over the criteria to 
submit an application on a case-by-case basis. 

 Each application must identify a sponsor at the host organisation. If time will be spent 
outside the host organisation a sponsor must also be identified at the collaborating 
institute. 

 All eligible applications will be peer reviewed and considered by the NC3Rs Fellowship 
Assessment Panel which will decide which applicants to shortlist for the interview 
assessment stage, after which funding recommendations are made. 

2. The 3Rs 

Submitted applications must fit within at least one of the 3Rs (Replacement, Reduction and 
Refinement). There is some variation in the exact interpretation of the definition of the 3Rs. The 
NC3Rs has adopted the following definitions: 

Replacement: methods that avoid or replace the use of animals defined as 'protected’ under 
the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986, amended 2012 (ASPA) in an experiment where 
they would have otherwise been used. Protected animals are all living vertebrates (except 
humans), including some immature forms, and cephalopods (e.g. octopus, squid, cuttlefish). 
Replacement includes the use of: 

 Human volunteers, tissues and cells 
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 Mathematical and computer models 
 Established animal cell lines, or cells and tissues taken from animals killed solely for this 

purpose (i.e. not having been subject to a regulated procedure) 
 Non-protected immature forms of vertebrates* 
 Non-vertebrate models, such as Drosophila, C. elegans and Dictyostelium 

 
* Protected forms are embryonic and fetal forms of mammals, birds and reptiles during the last 
third of their gestation or incubation period, fish and amphibians once they can feed 
independently, and cephalopods at the point they hatch. Embryonic and fetal forms are 
protected from an earlier stage of development if they are going to live beyond the stage 
described above and the procedure is likely to cause them pain, suffering, distress or lasting 
harm after they have developed to that stage. 

Reduction: Methods that minimise the number of animals used per experiment or study, either 
by enabling researchers to obtain comparable levels of information from fewer animals, or to 
obtain more information from the same number of animals, thereby avoiding further animal use. 
Examples include improved experimental design and statistical analysis, sharing data and 
resources (e.g. animals and equipment) between research groups and organisations, and the 
use of technologies, such as imaging, to enable longitudinal studies in the same animals. 

Refinement: Methods that minimise the pain, suffering, distress or lasting harm that may be 
experienced by the animals. Refinement applies to all aspects of animal use, from the housing 
and husbandry used to the scientific procedures performed on them. Examples of refinement 
include using appropriate anaesthetics and analgesics, avoiding stress by training animals to 
voluntarily cooperate with procedures such as blood sampling, and providing animals with 
appropriate housing that allows the expression of species-specific behaviours, such as nesting 
opportunities for mice. The development of novel measures of animal welfare can also 
contribute to refinement.  

The 3Rs principles were first introduced in 1959 by Russell and Burch in the publication The 
Principles of Humane Experimental Technique. 

3. Assessment criteria 

It is essential that sufficient comments are provided to guide the decisions of the assessment 
panels and to provide useful feedback to unsuccessful applicants. In your assessment of 
applications, please consider the following issues:  

Applicant: 

 Does the applicant have the ability to carry out the proposed work?  

 How appropriate is the expertise of the applicant to the proposed area of research? 

 Has the applicant shown any sign of scientific independence?  

 Does the applicant demonstrate ambition and the potential to become a leader in their 
field?  

 Does the applicant have the potential to secure support from other funders either during or 
by the end of the fellowship? 

Project and Training: 

Please summarise your assessment of the proposed research: 

 Does the proposal address novel or innovative concepts, approaches or methods? How 
timely and relevant is the proposal and to what extent will it contribute to the field?  

 Robust methodology and experimental design should be at the centre of any proposal to 
aid reproducibility of research findings. Has the applicant clearly set out and justified the 
following:  
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- Measures for avoidance of bias (e.g. blinding, randomisation)  

- Number of experimental and control groups and sample size per group  

- How the sample size was calculated, showing power calculations and including 
justification of effect size  

- Overview of the planned statistical analyses in relation to the primary outcomes to 
be assessed  

- Frequency of measurements/interventions to be used  

- Circumstances in which power calculations are not appropriate to determine 
sample size 

 Are the aims and objectives realistic, given the resources requested and the available 
timeframe?  

 What are the likely challenges? Has the applicant acknowledged these risks and included 
appropriate plans to mitigate them? 

 Taking into account your views on the application and the applicant (science/person and 
environment) as a whole, what is the overall quality of the proposal? How could the 
application be improved?  

Environment: 

 What is the standing of the proposed sponsor in the field? How appropriate are they for 
providing scientific guidance to the applicant?  

 Is the proposed project an extension of the sponsor’s work or will the applicant have the 
opportunity to become truly independent? 

 What is the standing of the proposed Research Organisation in the field? Is the Organisation 
appropriate for the proposed research and career goals of the applicant? 

 Does the Organisation provide appropriate opportunities for the training and career 
development of staff? 

 Has the Organisation (through the Head of Department’s letter of support) demonstrated a 
clear commitment both to the applicant and the proposed research programme? 

 How effective is the environment likely to be in facilitating high productivity? 

 Are any collaborators listed? How appropriate are they and what value will they add to the 
project and the development of the applicant? 

Ethics: 

 Is the work ethically acceptable? Are there any ethical issues that need separate 
consideration? 

 Are the ethical review and research governance arrangements clear and acceptable? 

 Has due consideration been given to the 3Rs? Could the proposed work be carried out 
using approaches or techniques that avoid the use of animals? 

 Has the use of animals and the proposed species been fully justified?  

 If animal work is to be undertaken in the project; has the applicant provided sufficient details 
of care, husbandry and refinements to procedures?  

 How have the number of animals been minimised and is the number of animals appropriate? 

 
3 



 Are there any other comments about the use of animals in this proposal?  

Impact:  

Referring to the definitions of the 3Rs given above, please consider the potential 3Rs impact of 
the project at the local, national and international level – both in the specific field and for the 
wider scientific community. 

 Are the questions that are being addressed important 3Rs considerations?  

 To your knowledge, is similar research being undertaken elsewhere? 

 Is there a need for research in this area?  

 Is there a clear plan for disseminating advances in the 3Rs and how appropriate is this? 

 How likely is it that the project will succeed and if successful, what is the likelihood of 
implementation and wider uptake? 

 Are there any potential barriers to adoption by the wider scientific community that could 
limit the 3Rs impact?  

 What is the likely scale of the 3Rs impact (low, medium, high etc)? 

Issues which could be explored at interview: 

It would be helpful if you could raise issues or concerns with the proposal in the form of explicit 
questions for the applicants to address at the interview assessment stage, should they be 
shortlisted. 

Other comments 

Please provide any further comments you may have for the Office or the Panel.    
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Overall Score: 

You are asked to score the application using the scale below. The score should be a whole 
number between one and six, where one is the lowest score and six is the highest. 0.5 integers 
are not allowed.  

Please take into account the quality of the individual candidate, the scientific merit of the 
research proposal, the 3Rs potential, the suitability of the research centre for the proposed 
work and any ethical issues. The overall score would not necessarily be a composite average of 
these issues but should reflect your overall view of the application. 

Score Indicator Score 

Exceptional   

Outstanding scientific quality, implications for the 3Rs, applicant potential and 
track record of organisation 
 Very high impact on 3Rs 
 Crucial scientific question or knowledge gap 
 Highly original and innovative; novel methodology and design 
 Excellent applicant (track record, independence, motivation, potential) 
 Excellent facilities, research environment and team in this area 
 Ethical and/ or governance issues are fully considered 

6 

Excellent  

Excellent scientific quality, implications for the 3Rs, applicant potential and track 
record of organisation 

 High impact on 3Rs 
 Very important scientific question or knowledge gap 
 Original and innovative; novel methodology and design 
 Excellent applicant (track record, independence, motivation, potential) 
 Good facilities, research environment and team in this area 
 Ethical and/ or governance issues are fully considered 

5 

Very High 

Very high scientific quality, implications for the 3Rs, applicant potential and 
track record of organisation 
 Good impact on 3Rs  
 Important scientific question or knowledge gap 
 Robust methodology and design (innovative in parts) 
 Very good applicant (track record, independence, motivation, potential) 
 Good facilities, research environment and team in this area 
 Ethical and/ or governance issues are fully considered 

4 

High 

Good scientific quality, implications for the 3Rs, applicant potential and track 
record of organisation 

 Good impact on 3Rs  
 Worthwhile scientific question or knowledge gap  
 Methodologically sound study  
 Good applicant (track record, independence, motivation, potential) 
 Good facilities, research environment and team in this area 
 Ethical and/ or governance issues are well considered 

3 
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Score Indicator Score 

Good 

Modest scientific quality,   implications for the 3Rs, applicant potential and track 
record of organisation  
 Low impact on 3Rs  
 Worthwhile scientific question or knowledge gap with potentially useful 

outcomes 
 Methodologically sound study but areas require revision 
 Appropriate applicant (track record, independence, motivation, 

potential) 
 Adequate facilities, research environment and team in this area 
 Ethical and/ or governance issues are adequately considered 

2 

Poor  

Poor scientific quality, implications for the 3Rs, applicant potential and track 
record of organisation 

 No impact on 3Rs 
 Poorly defined questioned, flawed or duplicative.  
 Methodologically weak study 
 Poor applicant (track record, independence, motivation, potential) 
 Inadequate facilities, research environment and team in this area 
 Ethical and/ or governance issues are not adequately considered 

1 
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