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VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION 

MEDICAL RESEARCH SERVICE 

1. PURPOSE:  This Veterans Health Administration (VHA) Directive provides policy and guidance for programs of the Medical Research Service (MRS), and serves as a guide to additional sources for program-specific information and procedures.  Note: MRS program documents are updated as necessary and are available electronically at www.va.gov/resdev.

2. POLICY: 

   a. MRS is an intramural program administered by the Office of Research and Development (ORD) and conducted at VA medical facilities nationwide. MRS funds and manages research programs on the etiology, pathogenesis, diagnosis, and treatment of virtually all diseases and disorders affecting veterans. MRS strives to:

   (1)  Sustain a superior environment of inquiry conducive to the highest quality research, education and patient care.

   (2)  Effectively integrate fundamental, translational and clinical research to meet the health care needs of veterans.

   (4)  Capitalize on VHA’s value as a national research asset.

   (5)  Lead and manage an effective and efficient medical research enterprise.

   (6)  Increase awareness and understanding of VHA’s research contributions in the field of fundamental biomedical research..  

   b.  Values guiding all MRS efforts include: scientific excellence; the ethical conduct of research; protection of human subjects; and animal welfare.  

   c.  The ORD allocates appropriated research funds to VA medical facilities for scientifically meritorious research related to the high priority health care needs of veterans to be conducted by VA employees.  VA investigators may also obtain funding support for their research from extramural sources such as other Federal agencies, private voluntary health organizations and 

foundations, as well as commercial entities.  

   d.  Letters of Intent (LOI) or research proposals received by MRS Service that are determined to be more appropriate for review by another ORD service may be transferred to ensure adequate peer review.  The ORD Service accepting review responsibility will notify the applicant.  The LOI or proposal will be reviewed in accordance with procedures applicable to the reviewing service.  

   e.  The requirements of any policies and operational procedures formulated in conjunction with this VHA Directive apply to all MRS activities conducted at VA facilities and/or by VA investigators, whether funded by VA or by other sources, or unfunded.   

3. SCOPE OF MRS-SPONSORED PROGRAMS. The primary goals of MRS are: 

a.  To support meritorious fundamental research relevant to veterans' health care needs. MRS supports intramural research conducted by eligible VA investigators at VA medical centers and VA-approved sites. MRS works to achieve its research goals primarily through investigator-initiated, merit-reviewed research programs including 1) the Merit Review Program (MERIT); 2) the Research Training Initiative for Historically Black Colleges and Universities and Hispanic-Serving Institutions; 3) Research Centers of Excellence; and 4) the Research Enhancement Award Program (REAP).

   b.  To recruit and retain productive clinician and non-clinician scientists. Programs to recruit and retain clinician and non-clinician scientists include the Medical Research Scientist Program and the Career Development Enhancement Award. The William S. Middleton Award annually recognizes the accomplishments of an outstanding, senior biomedical scientist.  
   c.  To train the next generation of VA scientists. MRS training goals are achieved through mentored training programs. The principal programs are 1) the Career Development Program, 2) Associate Investigator Program, 3) the Merit Review Entry Program, and 4) the Research Training Initiative for Historically Black Colleges and Universities and Hispanic-Serving Institutions.

   d.  To develop and enhance an intramural research environment that promotes success. An integrated program that assesses and helps fund core facilities, common equipment and state-of-the-art equipment supports the intramural research environment (Shared Equipment Evaluation Program).
4. DEFINITIONS. 

   a. Research Programs.

(1). Merit Review Program (MERIT) is the principal mechanism for funding investigator-initiated, biomedical and behavioral research conducted by VA scientists. Subcommittees of the MRS Merit Review Committee review for scientific merit investigator-initiated proposals on topics of fundamental importance to veterans’ health. The reviews provide objective evaluation of the scientific and technical merit, budgetary needs, and duration of funding.  MRS funds only scientifically meritorious proposals.  MERIT has two additional programs:

(a) Clinical Research Merit Program supports investigator-initiated research designed to assess the effect on humans of interventions that have therapeutic potential.

(b) Epidemiology Research Merit Program supports investigator-initiated research employing population-based approaches to investigate the prevalence, etiology, and mechanisms of diseases and disorders important to veterans.

(2) The Merit Review Entry Program, thought similar to MERIT, is a mentored research program and is discussed under “Training Programs.”

(3) Centers of Excellence consist of core groups of scientists collaborating in areas of high priority to the VA. Centers have both research and education components and are a major mechanisms for training researchers in the specialized methods needed to advance science in these high priority areas. Application to these collaborative programs are solicited as needed through requests for proposals and reviewed for merit by ad hoc committees composed of subject-matter experts.

(4) Research Enhancement Award Program (REAP) awards promote and support multidisciplinary groups of VA investigators in programs of exceptional quality that address specific medical/behavioral problems through basic, translational, and clinical research. Each REAP concentrates on medical or behavioral problems of importance to the veteran population.  In addition to excellent collaborative science, all REAP programs have an important focus on training junior investigators. Applications to these collaborative programs are solicited as needed through requests for proposals and are reviewed for merit by ad hoc committees composed of subject-matter experts.

(5) Research Training Initiative for Historically Black Colleges and Universities and Hispanic-Serving Institutions. To enhance the research on the health care needs of the nation's African American, Hispanic American, and Native American veterans, strengthen the research skills of minority faculty scientists, and stimulate the interest of minority students in pursuing VA careers in biomedical and behavioral research, MRS manages the Research Training Initiative for Historically Black Colleges and Universities and Hispanic-Serving Institutions. This program offers financial and facility support to faculty and students from Historically Black Colleges and, Hispanic Serving Institutions, and Tribal and other Colleges and Universities serving Native Americans. MRS provides salary and research funds for collaborative and training research activities at local VA Medical Centers and the participating academic institutions.  In addition, under the initiative, MRS supports directed research programs that focus on genetic and environmental factors that may increase the prevalence of certain diseases and disorders in minority veterans.  

   b. Training Programs 

(1) Associate Investigator Program. The intent of the Associate Investigator Program is to provide research training for clinician and non-clinician scientists with little or no research experience. Mentors who are senior principal investigators of MRS MERITS or part of Centers or REAPs provide the training. The Associate Investigator Award is similar to a post-doctoral research experience.  

(2) Career Development. The MRS Career Development Program provides supports a fully trained clinician entering or who has recently entered a research career. The applicant, nominated by a VA medical center, proposes to develop research skills in areas of importance to the mission of VA. MRS provides support and research funds to allow the junior clinician at least 75% time in research. One or more senior VA investigators mentors the trainee. 

(a) Currently, MRS supports an entry level and advanced level of career development. Evaluation of career development proposals is based on the potential of the applicant, the proposed training program, the qualifications of the mentor, and the research plan.

(b) The Career Development Enhancement Award is designed to support established clinician scientists who wish to secure time to enter a new area of research specialization, especially in areas of high priority to the VHA mission. Equivalent to a university sabbatical program, this award serves both the training and retention goals of MRS.

(3) Merit Review Entry Program (MREP). The MREP is intended to enhance the probability that junior scientists can enter the MERIT Program by competing for funding separate from established investigators. While similar to the Merit Review Program, the MREP is a mentored award that transitions the junior scientist from being a trainee to an independent scientist. MREP proposals are evaluated for the quality of the science, the applicant’s potential, the mentor, and the quality of the proposed training program. 

(4) Research Training Initiative for Historically Black Colleges and Universities and Hispanic-Serving Institutions. This program was discussed under “Research Programs.”

c. Programs to Recruit and Retain Investigators

(1) Medical Research Scientist Program. The Medical Research Scientist Program is a career path for non-clinician Ph.D. (or equivalent) scientists who have demonstrated a potential or actual commitment to the VA intramural research program.  The program has four designations; each provides salary support. Designations of Assistant Research Scientist and Research Scientist are applied automatically to non-clinician scientists funded by MREP or MERIT, respectively. The Research Career Scientist award is a means of recognizing the achievements and contributions of a select group of non-clinician scientists to the MRS research program and to the national and international scientific communities. The Research Career Scientist award is highly competitive and applicants are evaluated for their contributions to the advancement of science, the VA research service, national and international research communities and collaboration with and mentoring of other scientists. The most accomplished Research Career Scientists may be awarded the designation of Senior Research Career Scientists. 

(2) William S. Middleton Award for Outstanding Achievement in Biomedical or Behavioral Research was established in 1960 to honor William S. Middleton, M.D., distinguished educator, physician-scientist, and Chief Medical Director from 1955 to 1963. Annually, MRS invites nominations for the Award. A committee of senior subject-matter experts recommends one VHA investigator to the Under Secretary for Health for approval. The award provides a cash prize and three years of enhanced research funds. It is the highest scientific honor awarded by MRS.

(3) Career Development Enhancement Award. While part of the MRS Career Development Program, this award is intended to enhance the research skill of established investigators by spending 100% time in laboratories of senior scientists. 

d. Infrastructure Enhancement Programs

 (1) Shared Equipment Evaluation Program (ShEEP). This program funds common resource or shared equipment to be used in VA medical centers to support biomedical research. The program is a major source for VA facilities to obtain relatively costly research equipment for use by several investigators.

 (2) Infrastructure Support Program. To address the needs of an aging VA biomedical infrastructure, MRS manages the Infrastructure Support Program for the Office of Research and Development. The Infrastructure Support program includes the physical and structural aspects of the laboratory research program, research equipment, animal facilities, safety, and the oversight of research-related issues.  The goals of the program are to survey and evaluate the research infrastructure of every major VA biomedical research facility, recommend needed enhancements, and help the research services partner with their medical centers, Veterans Integrated Service Networks, affiliated research foundations and affiliated universities to achieve the needed improvements. The Infrastructure Support Program evaluates proposals requesting laboratory cabinetry for remodeled or expanded research space.

   e.  Other Research Inititiatives
(1) International Symposium on Neural Regeneration. Conducted biannually, the world’s experts conduct a three-day meeting on neural regeneration research from basic molecular neurobiology through promising clinical interventions. 

5. RESPONSIBILITIES: The Director, Medical Research Service is the designated official responsible, to the Chief Research and Development Officer, for policy development, scientific review of research proposals, management of the research portfolio, budget formulation and distribution of funds. 

6. SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS: The following MRS programs are described in supporting VHA Handbooks (1202 series). As additional programs are developed, supporting policy documents will be issued.

a. Merit Review Award Program Handbook describes policy and guidelines related to the Merit Review Award Program and instructions for submission of proposals. The program provides research funding opportunities for independent scientists. The Handbook also describes the policy and guidelines for special research programs in epidemiology and clinical research.

b. Merit Review Entry Program Handbook describes the policies and procedures related to the entry-level merit review program. It is a mentored program intended to transition junior scientists to independent research careers.

c. Career Development Program Handbook describes the policies and guidelines related to the MRS mentored program to train clinicians for academic medicine careers at VA medical centers.

d. Medical Research Scientist Program Handbook describes the policies and guidelines for the career-path program for VHA non-clinician scientist engaged in research relevant to MRS.

e. William S. Middleton Award Procedural Handbook describes the policies and procedures for the William S. Middleton Award, which is the highest award given by MRS for outstanding scientific achievement by a VHA clinician or non-clinician scientist.

f. Shared Equipment Evaluation Program describes the policies and procedures for the Shared Equipment Evaluation Program, which evaluates and funds requests for large equipment purchases to be used by groups of investigators.

g. Medical Research Advisor Groups Handbook describes the policies and procedures for the functioning of MRS’ research advisory groups.
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