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SCIENCE

Which Yardstick ?

On the campus, or in the foundation or government office, an ever-
present problem in budgeting for science is the question of how much
money should be devoted to a particular field or purpose. A frequently
used technique for trying to persuade budget-makers to allot a larger
amount to the speaker’s chosen field is to compare its present level
of support with national expenditures for beer, popcorn, movie tickets,
or something else that the speaker considers frivolous. (It is frequently
a speaker who uses this device, for such comparisons sound better in
tones of righteous indignation than they look in cold print.) But is the
argument persuasive? And if so, is the persuasion based on anything
sounder than a passing emotional reaction? We think not, but we
admit to having grown tired of these comparisons, for they seem quite
irrelevant to any decisions or practical courses of action.

All that they tell us is a little about relative values for the population
in the aggregate, and this only in dollar terms. Even though money is
the universally used unit of exchange, the number of dollars involved
may be a poor guide for judgments concerning unrelated matters
unless other information is also available. By almost any standard,
the air we breathe freely is more precious than the hair tonic for which
we pay good dollars. Or, as another example, how can we use the
fact that the nation spends about $1.5 billion a year on motion pic-
ture theater tickets in deciding how much we should devote to funda-
mental research? The decision whether or not to go to a movie and
the decision whether or not to increase the national research budget
are not effective choices open to the individual citizen, the legislator, or
the research administrator.

If the amount spent for some different and irrelevant purpose is not
the proper yardstick for determining how much should be devoted to a
particular end, how about the amount spent for a similar, related
objective? This yardstick also has its limitations. Does the amount spent
for cancer research tell us how much should be spent for research
on mental diseases? Or the amount for the physical sciences, how
much should go to the biological sciences? Which amount should be
larger? By how much? Why? And will the proper ratio now still serve
as a guide next year?

Only in terms of its own nature, needs, and opportunities can we
decide on the right amount of money for education, laboratory re-
furbishment, research in a particular field, or some similar matter.
The number of research workers available; the cost of salaries,
equipment, and services; the nature of the problems we have the wit
to investigate; the increases in knowledge and sometimes the useful
applications that we can foresee—these are the guides that can best help
in the planning of ideal budgets. If these considerations seem to be
less glamorous than a striking comparison, they have the merits of
being honest and relevant, and of helping to educate the budget-makers
on the problems involved.

This does not mean that all people will agree upon the proper
amounts, or that there will be sufficient money to provide optimal sup-
port for all desirable purposes. But in considering either ideal budgets
or the distribution of an available total, thinking should be focused on
the characteristics and needs of the work to be done. The place for
beer and the movies is as diversions after the budget-making is done.—
D.W.



