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The casefor
lotteriesasa
tiebreakerin
researchfunding

More funders should consider using
randomization to choose grant recipients
when decisions are too close to call.

arlier thismonth, the British Academy, the United

Kingdom’s national academy for humanities and

social sciences, introduced aninnovative process

for awarding small research grants. The acad-

emy will use the equivalent of alottery to decide
between funding applicationsthatits grant-review panels
consider to be equal on other criteria, such as the quality
of research methodology and study design.

Using randomization to decide between grant appli-
cations is relatively new, and the British Academy isina
small group of funders to trial it, led by the Volkswagen
Foundation in Germany, the Austrian Science Fund and
the Health Research Council of New Zealand. The Swiss
National Science Foundation (SNSF) has arguably gone the
furthest:itdecidedinlate 2021 to use randomizationinall
tiebreaker casesacrossits entire grant portfolio of around
880 million Swiss francs (US$910 million).

Other funders should consider whether they should now
follow in these footsteps. That’s because it is becoming
clear that randomization is a fairer way to allocate grants
whenapplications are too close to call, asastudy from the
ResearchonResearch Institute in Londonshows (see go.na-
ture.com/3s54tgw). Doing so would go some way to assuage
concerns, especiallyin early-career researchers and those
from historically marginalized communities, about the lack
of fairness when grants are allocated using peer review.

The British Academy/Leverhulme small-grants scheme
distributes around £1.5 million (US$1.7 million) each year
ingrants of upto £10,000 each. These are valuable despite
theirrelatively small size, especially for researchers start-
ing out. The academy’s grants can be used only for direct
research expenses, but small grants are also typically used
to fund conference travel or to purchase computer equip-
ment or software. Funders also use them to spot promising
researchtalent for future (orlarger) schemes. For these rea-
sons and more, small grants are competitive — the British
Academysaysitis able to fund only 20-30% of applications
in each funding round.

The academy’s problem is that its grant reviewers say
that twice as many applications as this pass the quality
threshold, but the academy lacks the funds to say yes to
themall. Soitis forced to make choices about who to fund
and who to reject — a process prone to human biases.
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Deciding
whotofund
by entering
applicants
intoalottery
isone way
toreduce
unfairness.”

Deciding who to fund by entering tie-breaker applicants
intoalotteryis one way to reduce unfairness. The fix isn’t
perfect: studies show that biases still exist during grant
review’2 But biases, such as recognizing more senior
researchers, people with recognizable names, or people
atbetter-knowninstitutions, are morelikely to creepinand
influence the final decision when cases are too close to call.
It is good to see research-informed innovation in
grant-giving — even a decade ago, itis highly unlikely that
lotteries would have become part of the conversation.
That they have now, isin large part down to research, and
inparticular to findings from studies of research funding.
Funders must monitor theimpact of their changes — assess-
ingin particular whether lotteries haveincreased the diver-
sity of applicants or made changes to reviewer workload.
At the same time, researchers (and funders) need to test
other models for grant allocation. One such modelis what
researchers call ‘egalitarian’ funding, by which grants are
distributed more equally and less competitively>.
Innovating, testing and evaluating are all crucial to
reducing bias in grant-giving. Using lotteries to decide in
tie-breaker cases is a promising start.
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Cut fast fashion’s
staggering
environmental
impact

The textiles industry urgently needs
input fromresearchers tohelpitto
embrace the circular economy.

lothes were once used until they fell apart —

repaired and patched to be re-used, ending

their lives as dishcloths and oil rags. Not today.

In high-income countries in particular, cloth-

ing, footwear and upholstered furniture are
increasingly frequently bought, discarded and replaced
with new fashions, which are themselves soon discarded
and replaced.

The proofisthereinthedata.In1995, the textilesindus-
try produced 7.6 kilograms of fibre per person on the
planet. By 2018, this had nearly doubled to 13.8 kilograms
per person — during which time the world’s population
alsoincreased, from 5.7 billion to 7.6 billion people. More
than 60 million tonnes of clothing is now bought every
year, afigurethatis expected torisestill further, toaround
100 million tonnes, by 2030.
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