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VA MEDICAL RESEARCH CAREER DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM

1.  PURPOSE.  The VA Research Career Development Program provides a career progression from beginning research to development of a full career of excellence in research.  The fundamental objective of the program is to build capacity, in a wide geographic distribution for the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) to conduct research in areas of high relevance to the veterans healthcare system in fulfillment of its primary mission of patient care, supported by appropriate research and education.  Additional goals of this program are to:

a. To attract and retain potential and experienced investigators, many of whom will become excellent teachers and important members of our clinical staff.

b. To provide potential directions by which health professionals may systematically progress in research and teaching careers.

c. To promote scholarly communication between VA investigators and the faculty of the affiliated university.

d. To achieve optimal utilization of the facilities and educational resources of the VAMC and affiliated institutions.  

2.  CAREER LEVELS AND BASIC REQUIREMENTS.  Citizenship and licensure requirements are the same as for regular VA staff.  Appendix A has been designed as a quick reference chart.  (Military service at all levels is creditable toward fulfilling residency training requirements for regular and career residents when appropriate.)  The 5 categories in the VA Career Development Program are:

a. Merit Review Program.  This is the principal mechanism for sustained biomedical and behavioral research funding of VA scientists.  It funds biomedical and behavioral, rehabilitation, and health services research conducted by staff at a VA medical center.  VA Headquarters evaluates the research proposals for scientific and technical merit, budgetary needs, and duration of funding.  The budget and years requested are determined by the needs of the proposed research.  These programs are usually 2 to 5 years in duration.  

b. Merit Review Entry Program.  This is an entry-level, mentored program for first-time principal investigators.  The program is open to clinicians and non-clinicians.  Support is for non-renewable, three-year awards limited to $50,000 per year plus a maximum of $15,000 for equipment.  There is salary support for non-clinician scientists consistent with their percent  effort.

c. Career Development Program.  This mentored award is for 3 years and is designed to provide salary plus research support up to $50,000 annually to a fully trained clinician who is entering, or has recently entered, a research career.  The applicant is nominated by the VA medical center.  The goal for the awardee is to acquire sufficient proficiency to compete for research funding by the end of the appointment. The awardee must spend at least 75% of their time on research and the other 25% can be clinical obligation to their local medical center.  There are two levels to this program:  Research Career Development Awardee and Advanced Research Career Development Awardee.

d. Research Career Scientist Program.   This program is a means of recognizing the achievements and contributions of selected non-clinician Ph.D. scientists to VA research.  The laboratories of these scientists must be located in VA medical center.  This is a 4-tiered career track program:

1. Assistant Research Scientist.  This is a mentored, entry-level research program for recently trained scientists seeking an independent research career in VA. They may receive salary support consistent with percent effort in their research funding. 

2. Research Scientist.  This program applies to non-clinician Ph.D. scientists who are principal investigators on non-mentored VA funded, peer-reviewed research programs.  The awardee may receive salary support consistent with percent effort in their research proposal. 

3. Research Career Scientist.   Awarded to established, independent investigators who have distinguished themselves through scientific achievement and who contribute to the VA research program.  Nominated by the VA medical facility.  Initial awards are for 5 years and are renewable indefinitely, subject to committee review.  Eligible to receive VA salary support. 

4. Senior Research Career Scientist.  Must have previously held a Research Career Scientist award for a minimum period of 5 years.  These senior level awards are for 7 years and are renewable indefinitely, subject to committee review.  Eligible to receive VA salary support.

e. Associate Investigator Program.   The intent of the program is to provide research training for clinician and non-clinician scientists with little or no research experience.  The training will be provided by mentors who are senior principal investigators of VA R&D non-mentored, national peer reviewed research project awards or senior investigators who are part of Centers of Excellence or REAP’s.  Funds for approved trainees will be provided as a supplement to the mentor’s research program.  Participants may be approved for an appointment of up to 2 years, with a possible 1 or 2 year extension.  The appointment is on a time-limited temporary basis and may not exceed the award period of the mentor’s funded program.  It is expected that upon successful completion of this program, candidates will apply for Career Development, MREP Awards, or Merit Review Awards.

3.  LOCAL ADMINISTRATION.   Applications for all categories should be coordinated with and submitted to the ACOS for Research and Development.  Prior to submission to VACO all applications must be reviewed by the Research and Development Committee and endorsed by the Chairman of the Dean’s Committee.  (Refer to Appendix A for application dates)

4.  REFERENCES.  M-3, Part II, Chapter 4 and 6, VHA Directive 1201.8 (8/19/98), VHA Notice 98-02 (4/27/98), R&D IL 12-97-011 (5/19/97) and 12-99-01 (3/17/99).  

5.  RESCISSION.  Medical Center Memorandum No 83, Change 4, dated August 25, 1987 and Appendix A, Change 4, dated August 25, 1987.

6.  EXPIRATION DATE.  This policy will expire on February 1, 2004.

7.  FOLLOW-UP RESPONSIBILITY.  ACOS for Research and Development.
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