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Unsolicited proposals submitted to the Biology Directorate through its subject area programs are the source of the majority of awards made by the Directorate.  The breadth of BIO’s subject area programs ensures support for fundamental research in areas of science with well-established histories of inquiry as well as broad categories of investment in people and infrastructure.  The resulting awards are foundational to the non-medical biological sciences in maintaining distinct and stable knowledge domains, supporting intellectual communities of new and accomplished investigators, encouraging creative ideas and approaches in research and education, and expanding interdisciplinary collaborations within the biological sciences and with other scientific disciplines.  These so-called “core” programs provide a durable base of stability for current and emerging research areas in the biological sciences that is critical for understanding the future of life on our planet in the face of unprecedented planetary change.  The apparently static names of “core programs” do not capture their continuously evolving award portfolios made in response to new developments at and across domains of scientific inquiry.  The value and necessity of reinvestment in a vital “core” as success rates continue to drop below 10% of submissions cannot be overestimated.

“Core” programs are distinct from special initiatives that take on a catalytic or synthetic rather than a sustaining role.  Special initiatives are generally of limited duration and designed to catalyze novel scientific fields, shift community research directions, establish new community capacity for research, or broaden the participation of new communities in the research endeavor.
A balance between “core” programs and special initiatives is necessary to ensure the continued advancement of the US scientific enterprise.



















Division Submissions:

DEB: The core programs comprise a set of open-ended funding opportunities that support merit-reviewed, community-driven research within broad conceptual areas, or broad categories of investment in people and infrastructure.  

The essential elements of a core research program are stability and conceptual breadth, balanced by complementarity with other core programs to ensure that there is a place for every idea – no gaps – across our programs. Projects funded by the core research programs comprise a diverse and evolving portfolio of innovative approaches to both long-standing, fundamental questions and emerging new ideas, including interdisciplinary ideas involving co-review among core programs.  

Although the name of a core program may remain relatively static, the activities supported by the program evolve in response to constant developments at and across domains of scientific inquiry.
IOS: Core programs support projects that are independently conceived by investigators to advance essential and established areas of science. Core programs advance science within and across disciplines and can lead to new areas of science.  By comparison, non-core special programs are generally of limited duration and designed to catalyze novel scientific fields, shift community research directions, establish new community capacity for research, or broaden the participation of new communities in the research endeavor.  A balance between core and special programs are necessary for the continued advancement of the US scientific enterprise.”
DBI: Core programs are designed to promote continuous discovery-based fundamental research in an area of science with a well-established history of inquiry; a foundational body of knowledge upon which to build; a basis on a few large overarching questions; and whose knowledge domains remain stable and distinct from other such domains.  Although the techniques and concepts that drive hypotheses in these areas of science can evolve over time, the limits of those areas are distinct and stable, necessitating the need for ongoing dedicated funding mechanisms. As a group, core programs within a given NSF Directorate or Division attempt to cover a suite of knowledge domains that captures the vast majority of the research community served by that unit.
 
Core programs differ from special science or engineering programs/activities that are often established 1) for a specific purpose; 2) to accomplish a specific goal; 3) provide a resource for a particular scientific community; or 4) to catalyze a new area of science that may emerge from one or more scientific areas supported by core programs.  Core programs are distinct from special initiatives that take on a catalytic or synthetic rather than a sustaining role, spurring activity in rapidly emerging areas with the expectation that those investments will end as those areas, research modes and activities mature. 

 DBI in the context of core programs: Because of the varied scales over which infrastructure is deployed and the diverse ways of supporting the human capital side of research programs, most of the programs in DBI are either focused on research needs that are common to many of the core programs or are specialized, designed as a response to the needs of a specific set of core programs. Thus, unlike other Divisions, DBI does not necessarily cover a continuous suite of knowledge domains.  

MCB: Core programs in MCB mean projects at the forefront of scientific inquiry.  These are projects about which nothing or very little is known, which are being discovered, explored and characterized for the first time ever.  The methods used to study these projects are highly interdisciplinary, often requiring development of new tools.  The results are a description of biological systems that is predictive in that it can be applied to other similar systems, and quantitative in that it is precise and thorough.  The approaches are interdisciplinary, unique, and have a high impact not only on research at MCB but research in all other areas of biology.  Core programs in other Divisions depend heavily on the results from MCB core programs, in that they are the applications of the systems that have been characterized by MCB core programs to more complicated and larger systems.   

