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Funding applications

Quality 
over Quantity
Impact Factor or Hirsch Factor? Numbers 
rule the world and, in particular, the scien-
tific community. Grant applications are just 
one example where young researchers es-
pecially, with a rather small record of pub-
lications, have been simply swept away by 
the “publication flood” unleashed let loose 
by old-stagers. But does the sheer number 
of publications automatically make one a 
better scientist? The answer is “not neces-
sarily” – and that’s why the Deutsche For-
schungsgemeinschaft (DFG), the most in-
fluential governmental funding organisa-
tion in Germany, is now about to change its 
grant application rules. DFG president Mat-
thias Kleiner explains, “It’s the contents that 
are most important when evaluating and 
funding science.” 

Up until now, a grant applicant was al-
lowed to name as many papers he/she want-
ed to in order to support an application. 
From July 1st, however, the list of publica-
tions shall be drastically cut. Only a maxi-
mum of five publications may be included 
in the personal curriculum vitae, which, ac-
cording to Kleiner, “[…] are those five that 
the applicants think are the most impor-
tant of their entire scientific career.” Fur-
thermore, only a maximum of two publica-
tions related to the project in question shall 
in the future be given per funding period.

The new regulations haven’t come out 
of nowhere, as Kleiner pointed out at a 
press conference held in Berlin at the end 

of February; “Often, the first question is 
not what someone studies but where and 
how much he has published. That puts an 
extraordinary amount of pressure on sci-
entists to publish as much as possible and, 
again and again, that leads to cases of sci-
entific misconduct.” 

And there’s more! Only articles, which 
are already published or, at least, are veri-
fiably accepted for publication, may be an-
nexed to the application. Submitted and not 
yet accepted manuscripts may not be used, 
and will be discounted. Thus, all publica-
tion numbers aside, actual scientific content 
will become the main focus and the basis 
for evaluation, meaning mainly the descrip-
tion of the project, i.e. what has been done 
so far and what are the future plans. 

Interestingly, the DFG is not the first 
funding agency to resort to stricter meas-
ures for grant applications. In the US, the 
National Science Foundation, NSF, has al-
ready restricted applications to five publica-
tions related to the project plus an addition-

al five papers. Together with the latest DFG 
move, this might indicate that more fund-
ing organisations will soon follow this new 
restriction trend. 

Thus, in future, reviewers and scientists 
alike will have to change the way they read 
and write grant applications. They will have 
to pay a lot more attention to detail and not 
just let numbers speak, but ideas and solu-
tions. Or as Kleiner concluded, “[Scientists] 
have to see their own work and publications 
in a different way. Also the work of review-
ers will change, they are going to, and that’s 
what we hope for, look into the few publica-
tions a lot more closely.”       -KG-

Peer Review

Hampering Papers 
Manipulation, corruption and sabotage – 
no, we’re not talking about “The Mob” or a 
South American telenovela on daytime TV, 
we’re talking about science. Recently, it has 
been noticed, especially by scientists stud-
ying the very popular stem cells, that occa-
sionally their submitted articles receive “un-
reasonable or obstructive reviews”. Further-
more, they are often accompanied by an en-
igmatic request for additional irrelevant ex-
periments, leading to a delay in publication 
of the paper in question. 

Already last year, Robin Lovell-Badge, 
of the National Institute for Medical Re-
search in London, speaking on his own ac-
count, and Austin Smith, from the Univer-
sity of Cambridge, UK were totally fed up 
with the situation and, supported by 13 oth-
er leading stem cell researchers, sent an 

 AND WHEN, BY THE WAY,  
ARE WE GOING TO CELE-
BRATE THE ANNIVERSARY 
OF THE SIMPLE BUT SO 
USEFUL PETRI DISH?

OUCH !!


