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New Directions in Research Support

The board of directors of the American Cancer Society has recently ap-
proved a bold approach to the problem of support of research and investi-
gators in cancer research. Although the usual project and contract modes of
support will be continued, the society has added “program grants” that will
permit “freely roaming inquiries into specific areas that have been judged
to be of significance to the cancer problem.” This approach will permit con-
tinuity of support to exploratory work in research and will free the investi-
gator from the all-too-familiar pressure of looking for problems that will
yield quick results in order to justify renewal of an annual grant. The pro-
gram does much of what W. M. Stanley called for in a recent editorial
[Science 123, 353 (2 Mar. 1956)].

The society has taken a refreshingly realistic look at the requirements for
successful scientific exploration and recommends that “the investigator must
have freedom to change the direction and emphasis of his investigation . . .”
and that he “. . . must be allowed considerable latitude in expending funds.”
This seems to us to be an enlightened policy that may well stimulate other
fund-granting institutions to liberalize the conditions of their grants.

The society departs even further from traditional practice in its proposal
to make grants to institutions that will permit them to create additional per-
manent faculty-level positions. Each grant will provide a capital fund of
about $200,000. This will make possible the creation of one additional suit-
able position for one investigator with salary from the age of 31 through 65,
at the rate of $6000 for each of the first 3 years with a gradual rise to $15,-
000 for the last 17 years.

Both of these steps—the support of a flexible program over a long term
and the allocation of funds to create a suitable permanent position for an
investigator through the major part of his productive career are eminently
practicable departures from current practice. Inasmuch as several new per-
manent posts will be created every year over a period of years, the ultimate
effect will be large.

An additional forward-looking step of considerable significance is the
society’s decision to make grants of fluid funds—“institutional research
grants”—to institutions to provide “grub-stakes” to support the preliminary
testing of new and venturesome ideas for research on cancer. It is proposed
that such funds be expended with the advice of a committee of scientists
within the grantee institution. The continuation of such grants will be de-
pendent on how well the previous grant was expended rather than on pro-
posals for future research that may or may not be pursued. This innovation
will constitute a considerable challenge to the local scientific advisory
committee that must function with integrity, alacrity, and imagination.

If the program in support of research were narrowly conceived, we would
have some reservation about its wisdom. Fortunately, however, cancer re-
search is broadly defined to include fundamental research in the physical
and biological sciences.

This new approach to the support of research by the American Cancer
Society is no less important than similar steps taken by the Commonwealth
Fund and the Ford Foundation in the closing months of 1955. Could it be
that we are witnessing the dawn of a new era when granting agencies are
accepting more of their ultimate responsibilities? If so, scientists should be
aware that if they accept these broadened opportunities they also accept
commensurate responsibilities for accelerated scientific progress.—G. DuS.




