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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Adherence to scientific integrity and ensuring that the Agency shares accurate, reliable, and comprehensive 
information with the public is foundational to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS). As such, this document outlines the clearance process FNS uses to release its 
scientific products, such as studies, analyses, evaluations, and journal articles. This document institutionalizes 
FNS’s clearance and peer review processes to ensure that its work is transparent and protected from 
interference and that it aligns with the FNS Evaluation Policy and relevant Departmental guidance. 

Federal Standards, Directives, and Regulations 
FNS provides data and analyses that must satisfy standards established through governmentwide and
Departmental regulations and guidelines to preserve the public’s trust in the accuracy, objectivity, and integrity 
of information the Federal government provides. The Information Quality Act, which requires all Federal 
agencies to maximize the quality, objectivity, utility, and integrity of information provided to the public, guides 
FNS’s data collection, research, and dissemination activities. 

FNS Review, Clearance, and Release Process 
FNS provides scientific information to the public through research or evaluation reports, summary reports,
presentations, journal articles, notices, data products, and publications on the USDA and FNS websites. As this
document outlines FNS follows a specific agency review and clearance process for each of its products to uphold
principles of quality, objectivity, utility, and integrity. If an error or omission occurs in one of FNS’s products, this
document outlines specific procedures to ensure that accurate and reliable information is released to the public.
Our peer review process is a scientific review of materials by individuals or groups without investment or
contribution in the development of a research project before the release of work. This document outlines an
updated peer review process, including a specific process for highly influential scientific assessments, that FNS is
implementing starting in Fiscal Year 2024. 
Our clearance process for scientific products aims to ensure that our products meet the objectives of high-
quality and timely analysis, transparent explanation of methods, objective interpretation of results, and effective
communication to the intended audience. 
Our clearance process for journal articles, poster sessions, presentations, and abstracts ensures that products
provided or authored by FNS employees and contractors are reviewed for accuracy, verifying all information 
and data points and ensuring conclusions are supported by the data presented and the appropriate disclaimer
is applied. 

Introduction 
Adherence to scientific integrity and ensuring that accurate, reliable, and comprehensive information is shared
with the public is foundational to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service
(FNS). As such, this document outlines the clearance process FNS uses to release its scientific products, such
as studies, analyses, evaluations, and journal articles. This document institutionalizes FNS’s clearance and peer
review processes to ensure that its work is transparent and protected from interference and that it aligns with the
FNS Evaluation Policy and relevant Departmental guidance. Regulatory Impact Analyses and Civil Rights Impact
Analyses, while subject to rigorous standards and Office of Management and Budget (OMB) guidance, are
prepared in support of rulemaking and, therefore, follow a separate clearance process. 

Federal Standards, Directives, and Regulations 
FNS provides data and analyses that must satisfy standards established through governmentwide and
Departmental regulations and guidelines to preserve the public’s trust in the accuracy, objectivity, and integrity of
information provided by the Federal government. FNS’s data collection, research, and dissemination activities,
guided by the Information Quality Act, require all Federal agencies to maximize the quality, objectivity, utility, and
integrity of information provided to the public. 

FNS Review, Clearance, and Release Process 
FNS provides scientific information to the public through evaluation research reports, summary reports,
presentations, journal articles, notices, data products, and publications on the Department’s and Agency’s
website. As outlined in this document, FNS follows a specific Agency review and clearance process for each of
its products to uphold principles of quality, objectivity, utility, and integrity. If an error or omission occurs in one of
FNS’s products, this document outlines specific procedures to ensure that a correction is released to the public. 
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Our peer review process is a scientific review of materials by individuals or groups without investment or
contribution in the development of a research project prior to the release of work. This document outlines an
updated peer review process, including a specific process for highly influential scientific assessments, that FNS is
undertaking starting in Fiscal Year 2024. 
Our scientific clearance process aims to ensure that our products meet the objectives of high-quality and
timely analysis, transparent explanation of methods and study limitations, objective interpretation of results, and
effective communication to the intended audience. 
Our clearance process for journal articles, poster sessions, presentations, and abstracts ensures that products
provided or authored by FNS employees and contractors are reviewed for accuracy, verifying all information and data
points and ensuring conclusions are supported by the data presented and the appropriate disclaimer is applied. 

Clearance Procedures for the Release of Scientific Products 
This document outlines the general clearance process FNS uses to release scientific products such as studies,
reports, evaluations, and journal articles. This document institutionalizes the clearance process to ensure that it
is both transparent and protected from interference and that it aligns with the FNS Evaluation Policy and relevant
Departmental guidance. Oversight of all scientific activities at FNS falls under the purview of the FNS Agency
Scientific Integrity Officer (ASIO) within the Office of Policy Support (OPS).1 The ASIO has the responsibility and
authority to sign off on the publication of all scientific products at FNS. 

1 Per a 2023 Decision Memorandum signed by the FNCS Deputy Undersecretary, the ASIO is the Assistant Deputy 
Administrator for Research and Regulatory Affairs 

I. FEDERAL STANDARDS, DIRECTIVES, 
AND REGULATIONS 
FNS is committed to the timely release of data and scientific information to the public. Before release, scientific
products must go through review and clearance to obtain agency approval for public release. This document
does not address policy documents or media products.2 
FNS provides data and analyses that must satisfy standards established through governmentwide and Departmental
regulations and guidelines to preserve the public’s trust in the accuracy, objectivity, and integrity of information
provided by the Federal government. FNS’s data collection, research, and dissemination activities, guided by the
Information Quality Act,3 require all Federal agencies to maximize the quality, objectivity, utility, and integrity of
information provided to the public. OMB’s relatedgovernmentwide guidelines4 on information quality, peer review,
objectivity, utility, and integrity require that each agency: 

• Maintains its commitment to using the best available science and statistical methods;
• Subjects information, models, and analytic results to independent peer review by qualified experts,

when appropriate;
• Disseminates its data and analytic products with a high degree of transparency about the data and

methods to facilitate its reproducibility by qualified third parties; and
• Ensures that the presentation of information is comprehensive, informative, and understandable. 

Departmental Directives | USDA 
Departmental Regulation 1401-001: Publications Review/Clearance Policy. To help ensure that USDA
publications are informative, understandable, and transparent, Departmental Regulation 1401-001:
Publications Review/Clearance Policy dictates the post-peer review clearance process for USDA-issued
reports. These regulations outline the interagency review and Departmental clearance process for all FNS 
reports and any other product authored by FNS staff that purports to interpret USDA policies or programs. 

https://www.usda.gov/directives
https://www.usda.gov/directives/dr-1410-001
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Departmental Regulation 1074-001: Scientific Integrity. The most recent effort to strengthen the Federal
information system is outlined in Departmental Regulation 1074-001: Scientific Integrity. By encouraging 
government scientists to embrace professional standards of excellence in their research while protecting
research from inappropriate influence by political appointees, the regulation aims to increase both the creation
and reliance on sound science in government. As such, it builds on previous regulations requiring Federal 
research to meet standards of quality (producing products that are objective, accurate, transparent, and
articulated) through established review and clearance procedures. The regulation also encourages open 
communication of scientific findings that meet these quality standards without fear of political interference. 
Departmental Regulation DR 1020-006: Public Access to Scholarly Publications and Digital Scientific Research 
Data. This Departmental Regulation establishes the USDA policy for public access to scholarly publications 
and digital scientific research data assets. The USDA will make all peer-reviewed, scholarly publications and 
digital scientific research data assets from unclassified scientific research supported wholly or in part by the
USDA accessible to the public, to the extent practicable. 

2 While these clearance procedures do not address interactions with the media, FNS employees are allowed to communicate their 
scientific findings to the media and others, in their official capacity, without interference. This may be interpreted to mean without 
seeking approval for such communications; however, FNS employees may need to inform Agency leadership and others about 
communications with the media. Consistent with the Departmental Regulation 1074-001, FNS employees may need to seek approval 
for communication beyond their scientific findings to include discussions on policy and statements of judgment on USDA or FNS 
programs. 
3 P.L. 106-554. 
4 Final Information Quality Bulletin for Peer Review, 70 FR 2664 (Jan. 14, 2005), available at https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-
2005-01-14/pdf/05-769.pdf. 

II. LIST OF FNS PRODUCTS 

FNS products outlined in this document include, but are not limited to: 
• Study or report authored by a contractor 
• Summary reports 
• Reports authored by FNS5 
• Data products 
• Reports to Congress 
• Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion (CNPP) Reports 

• Nutrition Evidence Systematic Review (NESR) reports/products
• Dietary Guidelines for Americans 
• Re-evaluation of the Thrifty Food Plan and Other Food Plans 
• Healthy Eating Index 

• Abstracts and presentations at various National meetings (FNS employees) 
• Journal articles, other articles, blogs, etc. 

https://www.usda.gov/directives/dr-1074-001
https://www.usda.gov/directives/dr-1020-006
https://www.usda.gov/directives/dr-1020-006
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2005-01-14/pdf/05-769.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2005-01-14/pdf/05-769.pdf
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III. FNS PEER REVIEW PROCESS 

Peer review is the scientific review of draft research for quality and accuracy by subject-matter experts
individuals, or groups without investment or contribution in the development of a research project before
release of work. The following are required steps in the FNS peer review process; more information is included 
in Appendix A: 

• The project lead conceptualizes the study or project and identifies different products and product types
that will likely result from the research project, as documented in the study plan, also known as an
analytic or methodological plan. 

• Next, the project lead should use the study plan to determine the need for peer review. 
• Peer review may be appropriate for all or parts of the project or only for specific products. This 

determination is based on several factors including whether the project is influential scientific
information (ISI) or if the agency or OMB determines it is a highly influential scientific assessment
(HISA).6 Projects that include a data product that falls under USDA DR 1020-006 may need peer 
review to ensure the integrity of the publicly posted data product. This determination must be 
documented on the Peer Review Plan Form (see Appendix B). Only Peer Review Plan Forms for ISI 
or HISA projects or products are published on FNS’s Peer Review Agenda. 

• During the annual research planning process, project leads submit peer review determinations and
project plans to the FNS Peer Review Panel (PRP)7 for review. If significant methodological changes 
occur during the project life cycle, the project lead should submit an updated plan to the panel. See
Appendix C for the roles and responsibilities of the PRP. 

• The PRP meets quarterly or on an ad hoc basis and will complete its review of the Peer Review Plan 
within two weeks. 

• If a project requires peer review, the project lead should plan for this portion of the process to ensure 
appropriate time to identify and invite reviewers to provide input, time to review, and time to respond to 
reviews, if needed. 

After the final peer review, the project lead follows the processes in Appendix A to ensure that all comments 
and concerns have been addressed, as appropriate, and clearance is complete. 

5 In situations where FNS staff work on reports with other USDA agencies, if that agency’s clearance process involves review by FNS 
already, FNS will follow that agency’s process for clearance. Otherwise, the report would be reviewed according to the process outlined 
here (i.e., review by OPS Front Office, review by applicable program(s), and review by the ASIO). 
6 Supra note 4 at 2667, 2671. 
7 The FNS Peer Review Panel (PRP) is a workgroup representing FNS Divisions conducting research and evaluation activities and has 
been established to develop and interpret peer review guidelines, consult on peer review plans, and support project leads in conducting 
peer review. It meets quarterly and is tasked with reviewing and approving peer review determinations and supporting the peer review 
process. It is led by the ASIO along with representatives from the OPS Research and Analysis Divisions, the Center for Nutrition Policy 
and Promotion, and FNS’s program offices. 

IV. CLEARANCE AND PUBLICATION OF 
STUDY REPORTS 
FNS study reports are typically contracted out and led by a Contracting Officer’s Representative (COR).8 For 
OPS studies, which evaluate or describe FNS programs, the COR will work with a liaison(s) in the program,
to ensure that programmatic concerns are addressed in the study report and to ensure that the COR and
contractor have a subject matter expert review the products for accuracy and clarity. When a study report is 
conducted in-house, a program liaison will be included in the development process. This section provides the 
clearance process for reports from the FNS program offices and OPS; it does not include Center for Nutrition
Policy and Promotion (CNPP) study reports. Because CNPP studies and reports follow slightly different 
procedures, the process for those reports is described separately in Section V. 



5 Clearance Procedures for the Release of Scientific Products
at USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS)

FNS Study Reports Authored by Contractors 
Study reports are submitted for Agency clearance after appropriate internal review, including peer review as 
required, by subject matter experts within FNS and revisions have been completed. Clearance focuses on
scientific clearance (provided below) and effectiveness of communication and adherence to the Government
Printing Office (GPO) Style Manual. 
For clearance of OPS study reports that are developed through a contract, the project lead condenses the
main findings into a two-page summary report and the summary is submitted through Agency clearance in lieu 
of the full report. This process retains the integrity of the contractor’s and original authors’ full report. 
The ASIO/CSO has final approval on all OPS study reports and all clearance records are considered federal 
records and are retained in an internal file system by the Agency. For studies published on the FNS website, a 
clearance package is submitted to the USDA Office of Communications (OC) for editorial review.
OPS study reports are published on the FNS website, under Research and Analysis, Research & Analysis | 
Food and Nutrition Service (usda.gov). 
FNS program offices may sometimes produce study reports authored by contractors. For these reports, 
the Program Front Office (FO) follows their publication and/or release processes. All clearance records are 
considered federal records and are retained in an internal file system by the Program. Program reports might
be published on their pages on the FNS website or released on a limited basis to State agencies via FNS’s 
PartnerWeb. 

Study Reports Authored by FNS Employees 
While most FNS study reports are authored by independent contractors, some are authored by FNS
employees. An example may be a report with findings based on data analyses conducted by an FNS employee 
using U.S. Census data, program administrative data, or data collected as part of a study contract. Other
examples may be a report that synthesizes findings from several studies, a response to a Congressional
Directive, or a White Paper. Similar to study reports authored by contractors, FNS employee-authored 
study reports are submitted for Agency clearance after appropriate internal review and revision have been 
completed. Agency clearance focuses primarily on effectiveness of communication and adherence to the GPO 
Style Manual. 
Unlike study reports authored by contractors, when FNS employees author a study report, the full report is
submitted for clearance and does not require the development of a two-page summary to go through the
clearance process in place of the report. 
The ASIO/CSO has final approval on all study reports and all clearance records are considered federal 
records and are retained in an internal file system by the Agency. For studies published on the FNS website, a 
clearance package is submitted to the USDA OC for editorial review. 
OPS study reports are published to the FNS website, under Research and Analysis, Research & Analysis | 
Food and Nutrition Service (usda.gov). Program reports might be published to their pages on the FNS website
or might be released on a limited basis to State agencies via FNS’s PartnerWeb. 
All clearance records are considered federal records and are retained in an internal file system by the Agency. 

Data Products 
When applicable, FNS will publicly release digital scientific research data assets (e.g., data files and related 
documentation) that are collected through its studies and associated with scholarly publications. These digital 
scientific research data assets will be made available via Ag Data Commons, USDA’s primary data repository 
hosted by the National Agricultural Library (NAL). This practice aligns with the Foundations for Evidence 
Based Policymaking Act of 2018 and meets the minimum requirements of the DR-1020-006 Public Access to 
Scholarly Publications and Digital Scientific Research Data. FNS will encourage, to the extent practicable, the
release of other data collected even when it is not subject to DR 1020-006. The PRP will review and approve 
data management plans under DR 1020-006. Peer Review Plan Forms for projects that will have a publicly
posted dataset but are not ISI or HISA will not be publicly posted on FNS’s Peer Review Agenda. 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/research-analysis
https://www.fns.usda.gov/research-analysis
https://www.fns.usda.gov/research-analysis
https://www.fns.usda.gov/research-analysis
https://data.nal.usda.gov/
https://www.usda.gov/directives/dr-1020-006
https://www.usda.gov/directives/dr-1020-006
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Reports to Congress 
Reports to Congress are a response to a directive from Congress to FNS. Usually, these directives give clear 
details on what should be provided to Congress and the requested date for that report. For reports that pertain
to scientific activities, such as those summarizing FNS studies or unique data analyses, the study lead will
draft a report and cover letter to Congress and submit it into clearance. Reports to Congress follow a similar
clearance process as reports prepared by contractors or FNS staff. Once cleared through the Agency, they are 
then submitted into Departmental clearance. 
Most study reports to Congress can and should be published after the report has been cleared by the
Department and submitted to Congress. For all other Reports to Congress, FNS will need to determine if the
report can and should be published. If the report can be published, it will be posted an estimated 30 days after
it is sent to Congress on the Data & Research section of the FNS website with no substantive changes. 

8 Researchers are required to take trainings to ensure their work meets Federal requirements, which may include: COR certification 
training and other trainings that contribute continuous learning points (CLPs) to maintain COR certification, Federal records 
management training, annual ethics training, and scientific integrity training. 

V. CLEARANCE AND PUBLICATION OF CNPP 
REPORTS AND DATA 
The Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion (CNPP) leads nutrition and economic research and evaluation to
inform the development and promotion of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans; USDA Food Plans, including 
Thrifty Food Plan; Healthy Eating Index; and related topics. This section describes slightly different clearance 
procedures for CNPP’s scientific products from those in the previous section because of differences in 
clearance responsibilities and processes within CNPP. 
CNPP research staff, the CNPP Deputy Administrator, and the ASIO review will determine the appropriate level 
of peer review applicable to each research or evaluation product. Where a product meets the definition of ISI or
a HISA, FNS will follow applicable Agency, Departmental, and OMB guidance. 

CNPP Report Clearance – Agency Clearance 
In addition to study reports, CNPP produces Nutrition Evidence Systematic Review (NESR) systematic 
review reports, food pattern modeling reports, dietary guidance, and economic reports that follow a clearance
process similar to the Study Report Clearance process described earlier. CNPP systematic reviews, food 
pattern modeling, and study reports are submitted for Agency clearance after appropriate peer review, revision, 
and project team and co-author review and approval have been completed. Clearance focuses on scientific
accuracy as well as effectiveness of communication and adherence to the GPO Style Manual. 
Once the USDA OC clears the report summary, both the full report and summary are published on the CNPP
website. All clearance records are considered federal records and are retained in an internal file system by CNPP. 

CNPP Dietary Guidance and Economic Reports – Agency and
Departmental Clearance 
CNPP develops evidence-based dietary guidance and economic reports, including the Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans and Thrifty Food Plan, that have interagency interest and are reviewed in full in the clearance process. 
These products complete Federal and external peer review prior to Agency and Departmental clearance. 
Clearance involves a content review prior to the editorial review. For the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, a 
concurrent review and clearance process occurs at the Department of Health and Human Services. 
Once the report is cleared, the report is published on the CNPP website. All clearance records are considered
federal records and are retained in an internal file system by CNPP. 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/research-analysis
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VI. CLEARANCE AND RELEASE OF ABSTRACTS 
AND PRESENTATIONS TO THE PUBLIC 
When invited to present scientific information at public meetings, conferences, symposiums, etc., FNS staff may
need to provide an abstract, slide presentation, and/or poster. Slide presentations and posters are required to go
through clearance in the FO of each FNS author and the ASIO. If only an abstract is produced, the abstract will go
through scientific clearance which can take up to two weeks to complete the clearance process.9 

After clearance by the ASIO, or their designee, the abstract, slide presentation, or poster may be presented at the
conference with the FNS employee(s) named as an author(s).10 Except when presenting on official USDA or FNS
policy, the presentation or poster must include the approved disclaimer statement: “The findings and conclusions in
this [publication/presentation/blog/report] are those of the author(s) and should not be construed to represent any
official USDA or U.S. Government determination or policy.” 
Results from FNS studies not yet released are not typically included in cleared slide presentations and would require
special approval of supervisors and the ASIO to include. In situations where this has been approved, a disclaimer that
“results are preliminary pending study publication” is mandatory in the abstract, slide presentation, and/or poster. 

9 Note: presentations that are already cleared do not need to be re-cleared each time they are given. These products also do not go 
through the peer review process. 
10 Sometimes, an abstract is submitted for acceptance prior to preparing a poster or presentation. In this case, the abstract should be 
submitted according to these procedures and then the poster or presentation would be submitted if the abstract is accepted. 

VII. CLEARANCE OF JOURNAL ARTICLES, 
OTHER ARTICLES, BLOGS, ETC. 
FNS employees may write articles for peer-reviewed journals, other types of articles, blogs, etc. (“articles”)
based on outside work (that is, not as part of their official duties) or as part of their official duties. The clearance
requirement depends on whether the FNS employee uses their official title and affiliation and whether the article
is based on a research study submitted to a peer- reviewed journal. Clearance is not required when the article on
outside work, and the FNS employee is not using their official title and affiliation with USDA or FNS. Clearance is
required when FNS employees: 

• Publish articles based on outside work and use their official title and affiliation; or 
• Publish FNS-funded research study articles in a peer-reviewed journal as part of official duties; or 
• Publish any other article type, regardless of if in a peer- reviewed journal, as part of official duties. 

FNS employees must use their official title and affiliation when publishing articles as part of their official duties. 
Articles may be written about study findings while the final report is in clearance, but submission to the journal 
must usually wait until the final report is cleared and published on the FNS website. Exceptions to this may be
made on a case-by-case basis after discussion with the ASIO. 

Clearance of Articles Based on Outside Work 
The clearance procedures for articles published by FNS employees based on outside work where their
official title and affiliation is used include internal agency clearance and potential clearance by USDA OC for 
messaging and policy implications. FNS employees must include the following disclaimer for these articles:
“The findings and conclusions in this article are those of the author(s) and should not be construed to represent
any official USDA or U.S. Government determination or policy.” 

Clearance of FNS-Funded Research Study Articles in a Peer Reviewed
Journal as Part of Official Duties 
The clearance procedures when FNS employees publish findings from an FNS-funded research study11 in a 
peer reviewed journal as part of official duties include, internal agency clearance and submission to USDA OC
for awareness only. These procedures are the same whether the employee writes the article with other federal
employees, outside stakeholders, or study contractors. In addition, the following disclaimer is required for these
articles: “The findings and conclusions in this article are those of the author(s) and should not be construed to
represent any official USDA or U.S. Government determination or policy.” Once the ASIO or their designee clears the
article for publication,12 it can be submitted to the journal unless submission is contingent on final report clearance. 

https://author(s).10
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Clearance of All Other Article Types as Part of Official Duties 
The clearance procedures when FNS employees publish any other article type as part of official duties,
regardless of if in a peer reviewed journal, include internal agency clearance and potential clearance through
USDA OC for messaging and policy implications. 
Examples of articles that would meet these requirements include, but are not limited to, non-research study
articles in a peer- reviewed journal, commentary articles published in a journal, magazine, or newsletter, and
blogs posted to any website. Use of the disclaimer (“The findings and conclusions in this [article/blog/etc.]
are those of the author(s) and should not be construed to represent any official USDA or U.S. Government
determination or policy.”) depends on whether the purpose of the article is to convey an official USDA, FNS, or
U.S. Government determination or policy. If the authors intend to convey such an official position, a disclaimer is
not used and the FNS Administrator’s Office is part of the clearance process. 

11 Articles that meet this will generally have an introduction, methodology, results, discussion, and conclusion sections that are typical of 
scholarly research articles. FNS-funded means that FNS funded the research study through a contract, grant, cooperative agreement, or 
staff time (e.g., intramural research). 
12 Re-clearance is required according to these procedures in the case of substantial edits during the journal peer review process. The 
author will consult with the ASIO if there are questions about what is substantial. 

VIII. CORRECTING ERRORS IN PUBLICLY 
RELEASED FNS PRODUCTS 
FNS believes in publishing corrections to published content as necessary to ensure we provide accurate and
reliable information to our partners and the public. Decisions to revise a publication or data product and post a
notice are made by OPS or program leadership. FNS does not post notices on updates to a published report or a
data product for nominal spelling and typographical errors. 
The correction process is as follows: 

• The ASIO and program Associate Administrator decides whether the correction should be made 
and whether a re-publication with a notice is required. If no corrections are made, the rationale is
documented in the contract or related files and further notification steps (below) are not necessary. 

• The research lead and the FNS Communications Division web publication team work together to
ensure the correction is made to both the published document and the website. 

• If a Congressional Notification was sent, a correction email will be shared with those who received it via
the FNS External and Governmental Affairs Division. 

• If an edit is needed to a social media post or media response, FNS Communications will make those
corrections. 

• Corrections are made as follows: 
• Research reports and summary reports: Add a statement to the report’s contents page (both on 

online and in the PDF). 
• Data and other web products: Add a statement to the data product index page and to the applicable

data file. 
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APPENDIX A - GUIDANCE FOR PEER REVIEW 
AT FNS 
1.0 Overview 
Peer review is the review of research for quality by specialists in the field who were not involved in producing the
work. The goal of peer review is to maintain scientific integrity by assessing scientific research’s quality, validity,
and significance. The peer review process provides an outlet for deliberation involving an exchange of judgments
about the appropriateness of methods and the strength of an author’s inferences. It is intended to be an unbiased
and scientific review of materials by individuals or groups without investment or contribution in the development of
a research project prior to the release of work.13 

While bias can never be fully removed from the review process, internal and external peer reviews are intended
to document and reduce bias to ensure the integrity of a research project. This document provides the FNS policy
on peer review to ensure consistent and comprehensive implementation of the peer review process, including
how FNS will determine whether peer review is warranted for a research effort. It also outlines alternative paths
for research project review when peer review is not required. The information included in this chapter aligns with
standards for peer review set by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB)14 and the USDA.15 All research 
and evaluation projects meeting the definition of scientific activities as defined in Departmental Directive DR1074-
001, Scientific Integrity, will be reviewed for peer review. 

1.1 Approaches to Gathering Feedback on FNS Research 
There are several approaches to gathering input, receiving formal and informal feedback, and approaching
research project review, as described below. This document defines those approaches and provide guidance
on when each approach should be used to obtain important input at different stages of the research project
development and clearance process, focusing on situations when peer review is required, the appropriate steps,
and required documentation. When in question, FNS staff should reach out to their direct supervisor or the
Agency Scientific Integrity Officer (ASIO) to discuss the need for, type, and timing of review. 
There are two primary pathways to obtain peer review, when required by the nature of the research project: 

• Internal peer review – Technical or scientific input from colleagues within the Division or Agency with 
appropriate background, expertise, and independence from the study or project. This includes other 
experts from within FNS. 

• External peer review – Technical or scientific input by a scientific expert with appropriate background, 
expertise, skills, and independence from the study or project. External reviewers may be identified from
other USDA Mission Areas (e.g., Economic Research Service [ERS]), non-USDA federal agencies, 
state and local governments, academic institutions, non-governmental organizations, industry, and 
other organizations, as appropriate. Additionally, members of a technical working group (TWG) or 
technical expert panel (TEP) can serve as external peer reviewers, if they possess the knowledge,
skills, and expertise to provide formal feedback. The FNS project lead should consider whether to 
include in the external peer review process TWG members who have provided substantive input on 
the development of a project, method, or product. Depending on the type of peer review needed, TWG 
members may not have sufficient independence from the project to provide external peer review. The 
FNS project lead should make that determination at the beginning of the project and document the
rationale for the decision on the Peer Review Plan Form. 

13 Carnegie Commission on Science, Technology, and Government, Risk and the Environment: Improving Regulatory Decision Making, 
Carnegie Commission, New York, 1993: 75. 
14 Supra note 4. 
15 USDA Peer Review Guidelines, available at https://www.usda.gov/oce/peer-review. 

https://www.usda.gov/directives/dr-1074-001
https://www.usda.gov/directives/dr-1074-001
https://www.usda.gov/oce/peer-review
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When a research project does not require formal and documented peer review, there are several approaches
to gather valuable feedback. FNS may use a combination of approaches, depending on the project. The list
below includes commonly used approaches; suitable approaches are not limited to those listed below and the
approaches included in the list are not required. These are not considered formal peer review (as described in
section 1.2 below): 

• Management review – Internal management review is sometimes referred to as “clearance” and is the
process for obtaining manager approval for the release or publication of materials. This review occurs 
for all studies conducted at FNS. Other types of review, including internal or external peer review, 
may be conducted in addition to management review but should not be considered a substitute. More
information about the management review process, including a roadmap to clearance, is available in
Appendix E. 

• Peer input – Peer input is sometimes referred to as peer consultation and often happens formally or
informally as part of the development process for a study, product, project, or method. This type of input
can be iterative but is not a substitute for peer review. Colleagues providing peer input to the agency
can be internal or external and may provide input to guide research and evaluation activities. Examples
include review of a study plan by program staff, consultation on an analytic approach from fellow
evaluators, or input on a study plan from a Division Director, Branch Chief, or fellow Analyst. Care should
be taken to ensure that no Personally Identifiable Information (PII) or proprietary data is disclosed if input
is sought from a colleague who is external to the agency. 

• Interested party engagement/technical working group review – Interested party engagement
(sometimes called stakeholder review) occurs when groups, individuals (including study participants),
or representatives from organizations and communities provide input. A goal of interested party 
engagement is to ensure that information and relevant facts and viewpoints related to the research
project are gathered and considered. This can occur at different steps in the process of developing and 
refining a study or product and may be formal (e.g., in the form of a TWG or TEP16) or informal. Parties
engaged in the development of a methodological or analytic plan for a study that requires formal peer
review are not eligible to conduct a formal peer review of the analytic products of the study due to their
involvement in its development. 

• Public comment – Public comment is formally solicited from the general public, and may include
valuable input from individuals, representatives from groups or communities, experts, state and local
agencies, and others. Public comment may, as recommended and where feasible, be solicited on 
Peer Review Plans. Those with skills and expertise to complete formal peer review may provide public 
comment, but this process does not meet the criteria for a formal peer review and should not be
considered a viable substitute when peer review is indicated or required. FNS regularly obtains public
comment through the Paperwork Reduction Act clearance process. 

1.2 Pathway to Formal Peer Review 
Figure 1 includes the steps involved in planning, conducting, and finalizing the peer review process. Each step
in the process is detailed in the sections below. The review process and timeline may differ depending on the
type of study and the types of products that will come from it. FNS staff should consider this during processes
conceptualization phase to ensure enough time is given for appropriate peer and managerial review, if required. 

Conceptualize 
work product and 
identify product 

type 

Determine need for 
peer review 

Plan and conduct 
peer review 

Complete and 
finalize product 

Figure 1. Steps in the USDA-FNS Peer Review Process 

16 Of note, TWGs or TEPs can be formed for the purposes of gathering feedback and input, as described here, or formed for the purposes 
of formal peer review as discussed in the subsequent section. Including TWGs or TEPs here is not to imply they cannot be used for formal 
peer review. 
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1.2.1 Conceptualize Study/Project and Identify Product Types 
The first step in the peer review process is to consider the study and work products it may produce. This
initial consideration may occur as early as planning for future Fiscal Year Research and Evaluation Plans.
Large studies will often have multiple steps, methodological decisions, a study plan, and several products that
could influence program or policy decisions. For studies involving contracts requiring peer review, peer review
information must be considered when developing contract documents. The project lead will need to consider the
various work products of the project and, in consultation with the Peer Review Panel (PRP) and ASIO, determine
which need to be peer reviewed. 
The study plan, also known as the analytic or methodological plan, and the analytical results must be considered,
and a decision of whether they require peer review must be reached and documented. For purposes of study
planning, it is helpful to consider what types of products will result from the study to ensure adequate time
and resources for reviewers to complete the appropriate reviews for each product so that study results can be
released in a timely fashion. When in question, the FNS project lead should consult their direct supervisor or the
ASIO to determine the type of products or outputs that require peer review. At the time that analytic outputs or
results are delivered, the determination of whether the study plan requires peer review will already have been
made. In most cases, an analytic output or results are delivered in a product, or multiple such products (e.g., a
final report or a table package). Peer review of a final deliverable should include a description of the methods,
data used, and results. Once an analytic product is peer reviewed, follow-on products that use the analytic
results as their main source do not require peer review but must still go through the regular clearance process.
An example might be a blog post that summarizes a long table where the table is one of the analytic results
of a study – the blog would not need additional peer review because the analytical results would already have
undergone peer review. 
As the project lead starts planning a study, they should develop a plan for peer review based on the Peer
Review Plan Form (Appendix B). That plan should articulate at the beginning of the study whether the study
plan document requires peer review and the rationale for the decision. Once the project lead determines peer
review of the study plan is needed, the Peer Review Plan should identify which components of the study
(e.g., methodology, instruments, analytical results, final reporting, datasets, etc.) require peer review and what
expertise (type of expertise, not specific people/experts) is needed for each component. Each decision should be
noted with a rationale provided. 

1.2.2 Determine the Need for Peer Review 
Not all research projects will require peer review. For all research projects at FNS, the FNS project lead should
use the information below and decide at the beginning of the project on the need for peer review and, if peer
review is needed, which components of the project are subject to peer review. The decision of whether a study is
subject to peer review, and the rationale for that decision, should be documented on the Peer Review Plan that is
posted to the FNS Peer Review website (https://www.fns.usda.gov/ops/peer-review). This complete list of projects
that require peer review is called the Peer Review Agenda and must be reviewed at least every six months to 
ensure accuracy. The project lead should review the individual study Peer Review Plan annually and update as
needed as the project matures over time. Any updates to the Peer Review Plan should be included on the FNS
website as amendments to the original Plan. 
When determining the need for peer review, there are several important questions to consider and document.
These questions are intended to determine if a project or product aligns with OMB guidance that requires peer
review, USDA and FNS requirements for peer review, and the appropriate type of review to be conducted (i.e.,
internal or external peer review). 
USDA strives to ensure and maximize the quality, objectivity, and integrity of scientific information that its
agencies and offices disseminate to the public. As such, this FNS Peer Review Policy is intended to support
scientific integrity across projects and aligns with requirements set out by OMB.17 As such, the first step in
determining the need for peer review is to determine if a project or product will produce Influential Scientific
Information (ISI)18, Highly Influential Scientific Assessment (HISA), or if the data product will fall under USDA
Departmental Regulation (DR) 1020-006 on Public Release of Data19. If a project or product is either ISI or HISA,
it requires peer review and the Peer Review Plan Form will be publicly posted. A table of differences in peer
review activities between ISI and HISA is included below. If a project has a data product that falls under USDA
DR 1020-006, peer review may be necessary to ensure integrity of the data file that is publicly posted; however,
the Peer Review Plan Form for these products may not be publicly posted unless the project is also ISI or HISA. 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/ops/peer-review
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• Influential Scientific Information (Defined by OMB as “scientific information the Agency can reasonably
determine will have or does have a clear and substantial impact on important public policies or private 
sector decisions”). FNS staff should consider any one or more of the following factors when determining
whether a work product is likely to be influential: 
• Establishes a scientific or economic precedent, model, or method 
• Focuses on significant emerging or sensitive issues 
• Has significant cross-agency or interagency implications 
• Involves a significant investment of agency or program resources 
• Considers, proposes, or critiques an accepted approach for a previously defined problem, process, or 

method 
• Satisfies a statutory, regulatory, or legal mandate for peer review 
• Concerns issues related to equity or equality 

• Highly Influential Scientific Assessment (Defined by OMB as “scientific assessment is considered ‘highly
influential’ if the agency or the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs [OIRA] Administrator 
determines that the dissemination could have a potential impact of more than $500 million in any one
year on either the public or private sector or that the dissemination is novel, controversial, or precedent-
setting, or has significant interagency interest.”) 

17 Supra note 4. 
18 Id. 
19 “Public Access to Scholarly Publications and Digital Scientific Research Data,” July 20, 2022, available at 
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/resource-files/fns-implementation-access-guide-research-data-2023.pdf 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/resource-files/fns-implementation-access-guide-research-data-2023.pdf
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Table. Differences between ISI and HISA 

Item ISI HISA 
Peer Review Required Yes Yes 
Threshold Scientific information the agency

reasonably can determine will have
or does have a clear and substantial 
impact on important public policies
or private sector decisions. 

If the agency or OIRA Administrator 
determines that the information,
when disseminated, could have a
potential impact of more than $500
million in any one year, or is novel, 
controversial, precedent-setting, or
has significant interagency interest. 

Level of discretion 
given to agencies from
OMB 

Broad discretion - Agencies are 
directed to choose a peer review
mechanism that is adequate, giving
due consideration to the novelty
and complexity of the science to
be reviewed, the relevance of the
information to decision making, the
extent of prior peer reviews, and the
expected benefits and costs of
additional review. 

Less discretion as peer review
for HISA requires more rigorous 
procedures 

Level of independence Must be completely separate Must be completely separated from
between peer from project activities; generally, project activities. Cannot work for
reviewers and project reviewers do not work for the 

agency or office doing the project.
No restriction, however, on whether 
the reviewers work for the Federal 
government. 

sponsoring Department. When
HISAs affect multiple departments
or stem from cross-government
administration policies, it is often
preferable to avoid reviewers from
the Federal government.
Rare exception is provided in
situations where a scientist in a 
different Cabinet-level agency
has expertise that is essential but
cannot be acquired elsewhere. 

Use of peer review
panels 

Fitness for purpose should
determine whether letter or panel
would be most valuable, as well as
time and resources. 

Highly encouraged to use peer
review panels so that diverse
perspectives can be shared before
reviewers conclude their comments. 

Number of peer Number driven by fitness for purpose No set number although OMB has
reviewers – if the document covers multiple

disciplines or will be used for
different purposes, need reviewers
to provide multiple perspectives. 

indicated the number of reviewers 
must be sufficient to cover the 
broad spectrum of disciplines and
perspectives that are relevant to the
assessment and the likely uses. 

Conflict of Interest Required. OMB working on a Same as for ISI. 
documentation common form that could be used. If 

a reviewer has a conflict and agency
still uses, then must publicly share
the conflict of interest. 
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Table. Differences between ISI and HISA 

Item ISI HISA 
Use of same reviewers 
on multiple projects/
studies 

Discouraged unless that reviewer’s 
expertise is required 

Same as for ISI. 

Length of peer review Must provide sufficient time to
conduct review of project. 

Same as for ISI. 

Charge questions –
these are the specific
parameters of what the
reviewers are asked to 
review 

Charge questions must solicit
substantive responses to guide
agency. For example, Are these 
exceptions appropriate? is a low 
bar question for a panel to answer. 
Instead, How appropriate were each
of the sensitivity analyses conducted
and are there alternatives that 
should have been considered? is a 
much better question. 

Same as for ISI. 

Publication of peer
review comments 

Required in peer review report, 
either summary or verbatim, but do
not have to include Agency response 
to comments. Agencies have 
discretion to attribute comments to 
reviewers (must inform reviewers
in advance if agency will attribute
comments). 
If the agency uses a public panel 
for an ISI, then the agency must 
include the agency response to
comments. 

Same as for ISI. In addition, 
Agency response to the 
comments must be included. 

Publication of peer 
reviewers’ information 

Required and includes the peer
reviewers’ names, affiliations, and 
expertise. 

Same as for ISI. 

Public participation
(e.g., comments
solicited from general
public) 

Agency discretion Same as for ISI. However, if an 
agency makes draft scientific 
assessments publicly available at
the start of a peer review process,
then the agency should, when
possible, provide opportunity for
public input.
Peer reviewers must receive any
public comments received. 

Use of a commission to 
pick peer reviews 

Allowed. Allowed. 
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The FNS project lead should make determinations as to whether a project is ISI or HISA and document these
decisions on the Peer Review Plan Form. As noted above, all FNS research projects should undergo a peer
review determination process and the decision of whether a research project is subject to peer review and the
rationale for that decision should be documented and included in the Peer Review Plan Form that is posted to the
FNS website. Projects that do not require peer review will not have a Peer Review Plan publicly posted; however,
FNS will document those projects separately. 
Peer review determinations made by the project lead may be submitted for review alongside project plans. At
this point, the PRP is tasked with reviewing and approving peer review determinations and supporting the peer
review process. Appendix C outlines roles and responsibilities of the PRP. For other research projects that haven’t
matured enough for the project lead to reach a peer review determination, the PRP will consider the project lead’s
peer review determination later. If, while carrying out a study, a major methodological change is made or the
potential impact of research and evaluation activities evolves, then the project lead should determine whether the
Peer Review Plan should be updated to include additional peer review or remove components. For example, a case
where a focus group approach to data collection is modified to become a sample survey of participants in an FNS
nutrition program would be a methodological change where a peer review determination should be reexamined. 
Another example where it would be appropriate to reexamine a peer review determination could be a study
of free school breakfast where, due to a waiver during the study period that expanded access, the product
(e.g., final report) of the study qualified as HISA. Another case where a peer review determination should be
reexamined is when a significant deliverable is added. All decisions should be documented and included on the
Peer Review Plan Form. At this point, the project lead should consult the ASIO and request an updated review of
the project’s Peer Review Plan. These reviews are intended to occur during the PRP quarterly meeting, but more
expedient ad hoc reviews are required. 
Some studies are repeated every year or two years, and some contracts call for multiple rounds of data collection
over a period of years. As mentioned above, the project lead should update the Peer Review Plan as needed as
a project matures, and at a minimum, annually. If, despite these annual reviews, an ongoing study’s plan has not
been reviewed after 10 years, a best practice is for that study plan to be reviewed anew. FNS has determined that 
a 10-year period is sufficient, given FNS project periods do not generally extend more than 5 years. The review of
the study plan and a review of the research and reports can be used to identify opportunities for improvement in
the survey plan and deliverables. 
Project or product development may happen independently or as part of a larger contracting process. Peer
review is not required prior to development but peer input is highly encouraged, as FNS uses a collaborative
approach to work that takes diverse viewpoints into account and builds on the knowledge and expertise of staff,
individually and collectively. 

1.2.3 Plan and Conduct Peer Review 
If a project requires peer review, staff should plan for this portion of the process to ensure appropriate time
to identify and invite reviewers to provide input, time to review, and time to respond to reviews, if needed. A
minimum of three peer reviewers is expected for any project requiring peer review. Project leads should make this
determination and include additional reviewers if required for added input, perspective, or for other reasons. All
decisions made about the size and composition of the peer reviewers should be documented in the Peer Review
Plan. When identifying potential peer reviewers, consider the following questions: 

• Does the reviewer have the required expertise in the area of interest, such as a degree or other
knowledge, skills, or abilities in a field that matches the expertise required to critically evaluate the
scientific output? This should consider expertise in the methods and/or analytical approaches used, 
along with appropriate understanding of the program, policy, or other subject matter under examination. 
Identifying reviewers with the requisite expertise may involve identifying a combination of reviewers to
ensure the appropriate breadth of expertise is represented to provide a full review. 

• Does the reviewer have any indicators of potential conflicts of interest? 
• Is the reviewer independent of other reviewers (e.g., not from the same organization to the extent possible)? 
• Do the reviewers for a project or product represent diverse viewpoints? 
• Has the reviewer been invited to review other FNS items this fiscal year? To the extent possible, FNS 

should not use the same reviewers repeatedly. See Table above for considerations when specific 
expertise is needed. 
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Outreach to peer reviewers should include a formal invitation and a peer review charge (see example in Appendix
D). To obtain the appropriate level of expertise, FNS may need to use multiple peer reviewers to cover different
portions of the review. The peer review charge should note the specific areas of focus for the expert’s review.
The coordinating individual (e.g., FNS staff or contractor) should send a formal invitation that includes the general
purpose of the review, any relevant background on the project or product, specific questions of interest, a non-
disclosure agreement (if determined to be necessary by FNS), and a timeline for returning feedback. Generally,
the individual coordinating the review should ask for two to four weeks for reviews, depending on the complexity.
If a contractor is coordinating the review process, this time should be accounted for during the contract
development process. Additional time may be needed in a contract if peer review is required, to account for any
revision and to confirm that FNS staff have sufficient time to review comments and edits before accepting or
publishing deliverables. Note that if contractors are responsible for developing a project or product that requires
peer review, they should conduct the peer review process using the same approach and charge described in
this Peer Review Policy. Language related to the expectations for contractors should be included in all contract
language, such as the blanket purchase agreement, statement of work, and/or performance work statement. In
these instances, contractors may suggest potential reviewers (at the request of the project lead) and develop
the charge or invitation documents, but the peer reviewers, charge, and final review documents will be publicly
posted by FNS, and the final peer review feedback should be received by FNS. Edits to the project or product
can be discussed by FNS and the contractor; however, final acceptance and the conclusion of the peer review
process should be formally conducted by FNS. In cases where a different agency or collaborator conducts a peer
review, FNS’s PRP will evaluate the appropriateness of the collaborator’s peer review process to ensure it meets
FNS’s standards. 

1.2.4 Complete and Finalize Product 
Depending on the project, multiple stages of developing products may require peer review, as indicated by the
looped arrow in Figure 1. The FNS project lead must ensure that each part of a project that requires peer review
is peer reviewed. After peer review, the author or project manager must complete several steps. The project
lead, in consultation with the PRP, and ASIO if necessary, will need to determine if each iteration of peer review
requires each of these steps: 

• Ensure that peer review comments are incorporated, as appropriate, into the final work product. 
• Document the resolution in a “response to comments” document clearly identifying comments, their

origin, and how they have been addressed. If comments are not directly addressed, provide a brief
explanation. These do not need to be returned to the peer reviewers but may at author or project 
manager discretion. 

• For ISI and HISAs, make the peer review documentation and any Agency responses to comments 
available for internal and (if appropriate) external review. Annual documentation about external peer
reviews is available to the public online via the Peer Review Agenda. 

• For ISI and HISAs, inform the Branch Chief and Division Director when the peer review is completed and
available. 

• Archive the peer review record in a manner consistent with the organization’s records management
procedures. 

• The final step in the process is to finalize clearance, which ensures appropriate internal review and
documentation. More information about the clearance and communications process was discussed earlier
in the main document. 

1.3 Documenting the Peer Review Process 
Several steps in the peer review process require documentation. These are outlined above in prior sections
(Conceptualize work product and identify product type; Determine the need for Peer Review; and Plan and
Conduct Peer Review). When peer review is required, documentation should be completed and saved in a
central location for review and record keeping purposes. 
When peer review is required, all Peer Review Plans, once approved by the PRP, will be saved and publicly
posted to the FNS Peer Review Agenda for the duration of the study. If Peer Review Plans are updated at any
point during a study, the revised plan will be publicly posted. Reviewers’ identities will remain anonymous, unless
otherwise requested or required. After the conclusion of the study, the Peer Review Plan, like related study
materials, shall be archived in accordance with FNS procedures for retaining research-related documentation. 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/ops/peer-review
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APPENDIX B - FNS PEER REVIEW PLAN FORM 

Date: Is this: ☐ Initial/New ☐ Revision 

Title of Research Project: 
Short synopsis of project: 
Peer review: ☐ not required or ☐ not required but recommended or ☐ required because: 
☐ Influential Scientific Information 

☐ Highly Influential Scientific Assessment 
Project ☐ will or ☐ will not have a Data Product that falls under USDA Dept. Directive 1020-006, 
Public Release of Data, and peer review of the data product ☐ is or ☐ is not recommended. 

Agency Office: 
Agency Contact: 
Subject of Review (identify all the components of the study subject to peer review – e.g., study 

plan, methodology, final results): 
Purpose of Review (state the purpose of peer review for each of the above components that require 

peer review): 
Type of Review: ☐ Panel Review ☐ Individual Reviewers ☐ Other, explain: 
Is this review (select all that apply): ☐ Internal: FNS (must be individuals separate from the work) 
☐ External: Other Agencies 

☐ External: Submit to peer reviewed journal 
☐ External: Technical Working Group/Technical Expert Panel 
☐ External Other, explain: Click or tap here to enter text. 
☐ Other type, explain: Click or tap here to enter text. 

Timing of Review (estimated): 
Start: End: 
Number of Reviewers: ☐ Three ☐ Four to 10 ☐ More than 10 

Primary Disciplines/Types of Expertise Needed for Review: 
Reviewers selected by: ☐Agency ☐Designated Outside Organization/Name: 
Public nominations requested for reviewers? ☐Yes ☐No 
Opportunities for Public Comment: ☐Yes ☐No 
If yes, briefly state how and when these opportunities will be provided: How: 
When: 
Peer reviewers provided with public comments? ☐Yes ☐No 
Peer review comments publicly posted (must be yes if highly influential scientific assessment  selected)? ☐Yes 

☐No 
Other information/details: 
Peer Review Charge: [This language should be deleted if no peer review will occur.] 
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The reviewers will be charged with [number] tasks as follows [below is sample text; edit and add as appropriate
for the study]: 
1. Reviewers will be requested to determine if (i) the data collection as implemented was appropriate, (ii)

whether the analyses as carried out reflect the original plans and (iii) whether the analyses are appropriate
given the actual implementation of sampling and data collection. 

2. Reviewers will be charged with evaluating the clarity of hypotheses, the robustness of the methods employed
to address the hypotheses, the appropriateness of the methods for the hypotheses being tested, the extent
to which the conclusions follow from the analysis, and the strengths and limitations of the overall conclusions.
The peer reviewers will be requested, as appropriate, to suggest ways to clarify assumptions, findings, and
conclusions; identify oversights, omissions, and inconsistencies; and, if needed, encourage authors to more
fully acknowledge limitations and uncertainties. 

3. [add other tasks as appropriate for study] 
[sample text only; edit and add as appropriate] All peer reviewers will be informed that FNS may not have funds
to make changes that require additional data collection, reconsideration of the research design, or significant
modifications to data collection and analysis methods. The reviewers will be informed that FNS, while it will
welcome recommendations that may improve the design of other FNS studies, requires an evaluation of the
current product that is cognizant of the funding constraints. 
[sample text only; edit and add as appropriate] Each reviewer will be instructed to supply the results of their
review in written form. If the study considered influential scientific information, reviewers will be informed that
FNS is required to make available to the public the written charge to the peer reviewers, the peer reviewers’
names, the peer reviewers’ report(s), and the agency’s response to the peer reviewers’ report(s). If the study is
considered a highly influential scientific assessment, in addition to the above, peer reviewer comments will be
summarized and posted online along with a FNS response to each comment. 
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   APPENDIX C - FNS PEER REVIEW PANEL (PRP) 
ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
The FNS Peer Review Panel (PRP) assists in implementation of FNS’s Peer Review Policy and serves as a
technical resource for project leads as they determine the need for and conduct activities related to peer review.
The PRP is a workgroup comprised of individuals in FNS’s Research and Analysis Divisions and program offices
conducting research and evaluation activities and has been established to develop and interpret peer review
guidelines, consult on Peer Review Plans, and support project leads in conducting peer review. The PRP is 
comprised of at least five individuals and led by the Agency Scientific Integrity Officer (ASIO). Membership may
include representatives from the following: 

• Supplemental Nutrition and Safety – Research and Analysis Division (SNAS-RAD) 
• Child Nutrition – Research and Analysis Division (CN-RAD) 
• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program – Research and Analysis Division (SNAP-RAD) 
• Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion (CNPP) 
• CN Program Office 
• SNAS Program Office 
• SNAP Program Office 

The PRP workgroup meets at least once per quarter and is charged with the following duties: 
• Review and update, as necessary, the FNS Peer Review Agenda at least every six months. 
• Annually review and, as needed, update the FNS Peer Review Policy. 
• Annually, to coincide with FNS research planning process, review Peer Review Plans submitted by FNS

project leads. 
• Provide oversight and input on the need for and type of peer review identified by FNS evaluators. 
• Develop and maintain a catalogue of eligible peer reviewers, their qualifications and areas of expertise,

current and previous requests for individuals to participate in a peer review and their subsequent responses
and involvement. 

• Serve as a forum to discuss issues and questions related to peer review. 
• Review and approve each study’s data management plan. 

In addition to meeting quarterly, the PRP can be convened at the behest of workgroup leadership to provide
expert input on emergent questions regarding peer review, at large or for a specific project. 
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APPENDIX D - SAMPLE PEER REVIEW 
INVITATION AND CHARGE 
Dear : 
I am writing on behalf of the USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) to see if you would be willing to review, by 

<date>, a draft study plan for the upcoming [ENTER STUDY TITLE]. To help us with our planning, please let us
know by [DATE] whether you will be able to review the study plan within this time frame. 
The study plan is being considered as a guiding document for the upcoming/ongoing [STUDY NAME] which 

[INCLUDE STUDY PURPOSE, GOALS, OBJECTIVES, and ACTIVITIES]. After peer review and revision, it will
go through editing and clearance by FNS and USDA. 
In keeping with peer review requirements for scientific activities that are [influential] or [highly influential], such
as this study, you cannot remain anonymous. If you are agreeable to serving as a peer reviewer, we will send
you the document as a pdf/Word file. (If you would prefer to receive a hard copy, please let me know.) To
help summarize your feedback, we will ask that you respond to the questions below and provide an overall
assessment of the study plan’s suitability to meet the goals and objectives of the study, described above. You
may include your review in the body of an email message or as an attachment in Word or pdf format. 
[CUSTOMIZE THE SECTION BELOW TO MEET THE NEEDS OF AN INDIVIDUAL PEER
REVIEW REQUEST – THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ARE INCLUDED AS EXAMPLES] 
1. Is the topic timely and important? 

2. Are appropriate social science principles, data, and methods employed to answer the stated research questions? 

3. Are the methods clearly explained and appropriate to answer the stated research questions? 

4. Do the findings follow clearly and logically from the discussion? 

5. Does the output communicate concisely and effectively to its intended audience? 

6. Are the tables and figures (if any) appropriate in content and number? 

7. Are the title and abstract useful and appropriate? 

Thank you and please let me know if you have any questions. 
[AUTHOR/COORDINATOR] 
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