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SCIENCE

A Report from the Research Community

During the past decade this nation’s financial support for basic research
(measured in constant dollars) has decreased. More serious have been
actions by successive Administrations and Congresses, which have dimin-
ished the effectiveness of the funds that have been appropriated. Particular-’
ly deleterious have been sudden changes in policies and priorities made in
quick reaction to shifting political needs. Research centers responding to
urgent federal programs have repeatedly found themselves gearing up to
activities that suddenly become passé. Research scientists have encoun-
tered similar shifts in priorities with an added hazard. Paperwork for grants
and delay times for decisions have increased substantially.

Federal policies for support of research have been discussed sporadically
by individuals. Recently, however, the National Science Board tapped the
opinions of a large fraction of the leaders of research administration in
universities, industries, government research centers, and private research
laboratories and published the findings in a report.* Thus, instead of
isolated single voices one has a chorus of about 640. Opinions offered by
individuals from the different research sectors are remarkably similar. The
net impression produced is one of deep concern for the health and future of
basic research in this country.

The concerns expressed in the report are given in four main categories:
dependability in funding for research, vitality of the research system,
freedom in the research system, and confidence in science and technology.
In addition, the responses are grouped according to the research sectors
they represent. An example is the problem of dependability in funding for
research in industry.

At one time basic research was comparatively well supported in industry,
at least in some companies. Of late, however, there has been a sharp
decrease in long-term support for fundamental work. Instead, much of the
effort of industrial laboratories is now devoted to quick-payoff activities,
such as improving existing products and cutting costs in their manufacture.
The combination of scarce capital and environmental and other regulations
has suppressed initiative. Expenditures for environmental cleanup and
compliance with safety legislation have the first call on capital funds of most
companies. There is a well-known empirical relation in industry between
funds for research and capital investments: that is, for each $1 spent on
successful research, $100 must be spent to bring a product to market. When
long-term prospects for capital funds are dim, it is difficult to justify long-
term basic research. Further complicating the situation is the erratic nature
of federal policies. On the negative side, industry does not know where the
next blow is coming from. On the positive side, the government has not
established long-range policies on such matters as energy. Thus it is very
difficult to make forward-looking plans.

Changes in industrial research policies have important implications for
the nation’s competitive status. Our relative strength in high-technology
products is already slipping, and the way is being prepared for an acceler-
ated decline. An ameliorating action by the federal government would be to
give favorable tax treatment for basic industrial research.

With its report from the research community, the National Science Board
has rendered an important service to the country. The report should receive
the serious consideration of those who have a role in formulating federal
research policies. The scientific community should help in seeing to it that
their congressional representatives are repeatedly made aware of the docu-
ment.—PHILIP H. ABELSON

*National Science Board, Science at the Bicentennial—A Report from the Research Community
(Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 1976). See also P. M. Boffey, Science, 22
October 1976, pp. 409-410.



