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SCIENCE

The Budget for Social Science Research

In the President’s proposed budget for fiscal year 1985, funding for re-
search in the social and behavioral sciences is scattered among nearly 40
agencies, programs, or departments. Their budgets reflect many of the same
forces that shaped other federal budgets—Ilegal mandates, a belief in the
importance of certain areas of federal expenditure, a desire to reduce the
federal deficit, and, this year, the inevitable appeal to the electorate.

What is missing is a sense of the scientific and economic benefits of an
integrated, collaborative national research program in the social and behav-
ioral sciences and a budget strategy that takes these benefits into account.
Although it is not surprising that mission and basic research activities
should be different, it is inefficient for a research program in one federal
agency to emphasize an aspect of the research enterprise that is being
dismantled in another part of the government.

In the fiscal 1985 budget, there is strong support for the development of
scientific databases at the National Science Foundation; at the same time,
there are plans to discontinue, for want of funds, the Department of Labor’s
National Longitudinal Surveys, one of the most productive and scientifical-
ly important longitudinal databases in the nation. Programs in the Alcohol,
Drug Abuse, and Mental Health Administration to examine the medical and
social problems of alcoholism and drug abuse receive sizable increases, but
research programs in the Office of Human Development Services that, if
well managed, would deal with some of the human effects of these factors
are very nearly decimated. In education, too, the Administration’s rhetori-
cal emphasis on improving the education of American youth is undercut by
its inconsistent budget proposals over the past several years.

In general, the fiscal 1985 proposals for social and behavioral science
research continue the patterns established by this Administration in the last
2 years. There are, once more, modest increases in support for basic
research. Research budgets in mission agencies dealing with topics of
importance to the Administration, such as defense or alcohol and drug
abuse, are granted increases, while research programs dealing with social
services or social policy are generally slated for budget cuts. Finally, certain
research and training programs are again not funded, including programs in
the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, clinical training
at the National Institute of Mental Health, and international education and
foreign language studies in the Department of Education. In the past,
Congress has consistently reestablished funding for agencies with zero
budgets. A similar situation may well occur in fiscal 1985.

The larger issue raised by this budget and its recent predecessors is
whether the combination of uncoordinated and, at first glance, almost
capricious budget changes imposed on social and behavioral science
research programs over the past several years is wise. The cumulative effect
of the 50 to 75 percent budget cuts of fiscal 1981 and 1982, combined with
the uncertainty on a year-to-year basis of the future of specific federal
research programs, may be less important for the dollars that are not spent
than for the consequent depletion of important national scientific resources.
One resource that is being eroded is the strength and vitality of the research
community. A second is the corps of able and experienced federal social
science research administrators, many of whom are leaving their positions
because of low esteem and budget uncertainty.

At a time when the federal budget deficit is expanding rapidly, it is
difficult to argue for special purpose or special interest funding increases.
However, the interest of the social and behavioral science community
coincides with the national interest. A modest amount of coordinated
intelligence when research budgets are being set and when research projects
and databases are under consideration would go a long way toward
achieving economies and improving the federal research enterprise in this
area.—ROBERTA BALSTAD MILLER, Executive Director, Consortium of
Social Science Associations, Washington, D.C. 20036





