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The COV met March 29-31 to review three programs in the Methods, Cross Directorate, and Science and Society (MCDSS) Cluster: Methodology, Measurement and Statistics (MMS), Science and Technology Studies (STS), and Societal Dimensions of Engineering, Science, and Technology (SDEST).

 “The COV believes that more could be done at NSF to expand the number and diversity of reviewers and to collect, organize, and store reviewer information in the database.”

“The continuing under-participation of minorities and women in all aspects of the proposal and review process concerned the COV.”

“We recommend concerted, systematic attention to devising efficient outreach efforts.”

Partially Agree.   Identification of reviewers’ race and ethnicity would allow better monitoring of the diversity of the programs’ reviewer pools.  As a Federal agency, however, NSF cannot require reviewers to provide this data.  The programs will continue to work with the relevant professional associations and organizations to ensure that underrepresented groups are added to the database and solicited as reviewers, and to encourage proposals from women and underrepresented group members.  Women’s participation is easier to monitor, and programs appreciate the reminder to assign proposals to women to review and to fill out the PARS file so that gender is assigned.  It should be noted that the representation of women among reviewers and principal investigators in STS and SDEST is above average for the programs in the SES Division.  

“…a growing proportion of reviewers comment on Criterion 2 (broader impacts) of the Merit Review Criteria.  …To improve the response of reviewers to this criterion, the COV recommends additional guidance to reviewers.  Providing examples customized to these programs would be especially helpful.”

Agree.  Now that e-jacket allows customizing reviewer request letters and attachments, this should be possible without extensive effort.

“…foundation-wide initiatives could benefit from input of MMS, STS, and SDEST expertise; The COV recommends that NSF consider more explicitly ways in which these initiatives can benefit from coordination with the MMS, STS, and SDEST programs in the proposal and review process, and in funding, for example, postdoctoral fellowships, individual scholar awards, and relatively small collaborations. (The MMS COV discusses this in more detail in part C.3 of its report.)”
Agree.  The programs will continue to work towards ways to coordinate with Foundation-wide initiatives and Cross-Directorate activities.

“The SDEST and STS COVs … endorse the concept that would retain the two program officers for these programs – along with their distinct identities and research communities – and add a third program officer to … coordinate … and … interact with foundation-wide initiatives.  …They also endorse the suggestion that an advisory committee be established that would play a role in the reorganization and provide the perspective of the communities affected.”

Partially Agree.  We will work towards this goal.  Reaching it depends on the state of the NSF budget and other priorities.  In particular, if the reorganization proceeds it might not be possible to immediately add a full time third Program Officer.  This may have to remain a longer term goal. Given the consultation that has occurred to date with relevant community members and the limited scope of the reorganization, we do not think a formal external advisory group is needed, but informal consultation should continue as appropriate.  (See SDEST response.)
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PART A. Integrity and Efficiency of the Program’s Processes and Management

A.1 Quality and Effectiveness of Merit Review Procedures

Introduction (To report as a whole, not just Section A-1)


“At the same time, joint work would be facilitated by appointment of a third program officer to coordinate proposals that might draw support from both programs”

Partially Agree.  At the present time, several potential PIs and several proposals are either sent to the incorrect Program, are co-reviewed, or could be assigned to the STS program when they are submitted to the SDEST and vice versa.  This could be addressed by greater coordination between the two program officers, but in the long run a better solution might be a Program that joined STS and SDEST in a larger Science in Society program.  This possibility is being explored.  Such a program might well benefit from the assignment of a third Program Officer, but the availability of such a person would depend on Program workload, the availability of new positions and the competing needs of other programs.

Is the review process efficient and effective?


“A drop in response rate coincided with the shift to electronic review system.”

Agree.  The overwhelming complaint from potential reviewers concerning the present all-electronic system is its anonymity and “Spam” appearance.  This could be addressed by simply by replacing the uniform “Dear Colleague” letter  with a personalized letter from the Program Director.  This possibility will be explored.

Recommendations:


“The review system should automatically monitor responses by prospective reviewers to review requests, and remind reviewers when deadlines approach.  A similar recommendation was made by the 2000 COV . . . . “

AGREE. The STS Program now does this routinely, although there does not seem to be any increase in the response rate regardless of sending at least two reminder letters.

A.2 Implementation of NSF Merit Review Criteria


“Standard requests to reviewers refer to the relevant links to information and examples, but it would be more effective to provide concise, highlighted, and tailor-made instructions and examples on the request form itself.”

Agree.  Examples are already provided, but this might be more clearly highlighted on the request form for reviews.

A.3 Selection of Reviewers


“The COV recommended that the program officers should expand the current database of reviewers, in order to keep track of reviewers’ responses to requests for reviews.  In conversation with the current COV, the Program Director that has personal knowledge of the field is more important than a database for finding good reviewers.  The database that NSF maintains provides useful information about reviewers, including their response to previous requests. . . . The COV recommends that NSF should develop a more complete and systematic data base that would allow program officers and program reviewers to identify distributions and to actively seek reviewers from underrepresented fields and groups.”

Partially Agree.  Electronic databases are being changed at NSF all the time, as is the capacity to access them in useful ways.  As new capabilities are added that allow better mining of these databases, the Program will use them.  However, the current database is not set up to allow easy identification of reviewers with specific areas of expertise, and this is the information most needed in an interdisciplinary Program like STS.  It is similarly difficult, if not impossible, to retrieve useful information about minority reviewers, although gender information can be retrieved.  Gender statistics indicate that in certain areas female reviewers are not represented at the rate one would expect given the number of females in those areas, but this may be partly a result of demographics as the representation of women in the STS fields is proportionately greater at the junior levels.  We expect this representation to increase over time, but shall explore proactive measures to accelerate the trend. 

A.4 Resulting Portfolio of Awards


“The COV advises that program officers and panel should (as they already do) provide funding for sabbatical augmentation and summer salary.  For PI’s who ask for a full year of salary support, a $90,000 limit for one year and $150,000 for three years (exclusive of indirect costs), seems a reasonable limit.”


“The COV supports the STS program’s efforts to spread the limited budget among a large number of excellent, and relatively small, scholars awards.”

Agree  Although these limits have been exceeded on occasion, it is now the expectation of the STS Program that they will be adhered to more strictly in the future, especially since these limits are exclusive of indirect costs.

No comments for response from the COV on Outcome Goals

Other Topics

C.1


“We suggest that consideration be given to expanding the range of support to include release time from teaching assistant obligation (noting that funding to be congruent with existing model of $8,000 for North American sites, thus not including tuition and fees) to permit dissertation research in philosophy of science to be supported.”

PartiallyAgree.  The STS Program already provides dissertation support in the philosophy of science. Although few students apply, recent competitions have featured awards in this area.  However, released time support for graduate students can be quite expensive, and its primary value may be to hasten time to degree completion rather than to enable a project to be done.  Hence funds devoted to this purpose must be carefully balanced against other Program needs and goals.

C.3


“Better communication would help channel fund from the new initiatives to STS Program projects, including postdocs, and dissertations.”

Agree.    Despite NSF’s emphasis on “societal implications of science” there has been  little engagement with the STS community and little in the way of training STS scholars to address societal implications of science.  Recent experience with the nanotechnology initiative suggests that this might be changing, but even here there may be little opportunity for funding dissertations and postdocs in the STS sciences.  To the extent cross-directorate initiatives fund dissertations and post docs, the STS Program Officer will try to make the case for directing a portion of that funding to STS training, and the Program officer will work to call the attention of the STS community to opportunities for research funding offered by the NSF’s various cross-directorate initiatives, as well as training opportunities, including the IGERT competition.

C.5 Overall Recommendations


“We encourage the development of a database of reviewers to actively seek reviewers from under-represented fields, groups, and geographical regions.”

Partially Agree.  The STS Program already features a diverse range of reviewers, but faces special challenges since few people from under-represented fields, groups, and geographical regions are active in the field.  The Program has however, recently engaged in outreach to EPSCoR states and HBCUs.  Additionally, the STS Program has made a concerted effort to include under-represented groups as reviewers. Developing a database can, however, be difficult since we cannot require information on race, ethnicity or similar group identification.


 “We want to see continued salary support in scholars’ awards, maintaining judicious limits on the amount of salary support given.”

Agree.  This has been implemented.  See above.

Note:  Several other STS COV recommendations are answered in a response to overall recommendations by the Combined Cluster Review Committee.

  National Science Foundation

Societal Dimensions of Engineering, Science & Technology Response

FY 2004 Committee of Visitors Report

May 2004

PART A.   INTEGRITY AND EFFICIENCY OF THE PROGRAM’S PROCESSES AND MANAGEMENT

“Mindful of resource issues, some proposals the size of the NIRTs should have more than panel review.”


Partially Agree.  While this COV was not convened to address the Nanoscale Science and Engineering competition, the NIRT award jacket was included as part of the random sample of SDEST awards, as a “pass through.”  The standard review process for NIRTs is panel review.  However, if needed, NIRT applications are given ad hoc as well as panel review.    

“There are a few occasions in which the program officer uses some discretion, which is perfectly appropriate, but this could be more clearly documented in the jackets, e.g., when small grants are awarded or when addenda or supplements are requested.”

Agree.  The program will take care about documentation in these circumstances.


 “Recommendations: NSF should find ways to improve rate of reviewer response, including investigating the role of FastLane and providing incentives to reviewers (e.g., NSF’s commendation of reviewers to their universities).”

Partially Agree.  It is generally important to raise reviewer response rates and we should explore methods to do this.  However, the reviewer response rate in SDEST is about the same as that in all the SES programs over the interval that the COV reviewed.  The one year it was lower was when the permanent program officer was on leave.  We are investigating ways to improve FastLane and the use of FastLane for review purposes.  We provide letters of commendation to universities for individuals who serve as panelists.  Since the Program solicited over 1600 reviews in this three year period, providing commendations to the universities could be very time consuming.  In addition, reviewers often move.

“Although the modal return of 3 ad hoc reviews is adequate for balanced review, the review process would be further enhanced if the skewing of the distribution were improved.  That one in every six proposals has only one ad hoc review suggests there is room for improvement.” 

Partially Agree.  Were it the case that generally every sixth proposal had only one ad hoc review, that would be cause for concern.  However, the statistics are very skewed by the year that the permanent program officer was on leave.  For the other years, the distribution is about one in twenty.

“Males serve as reviewers much more frequently than females (by more than 2:1).”

Partially Agree:  This is true.  However, SDEST statistics are as good or better in this regard than any other program in the Division, except for Sociology.  The SDEST Program will make an effort to do even better on this metric in the future by making more review requests of women.

 “The COV is concerned about the rate of return of reviews and about the low ratio of female reviewers…..  Recommendations:  NSF should investigate the role of FastLane in impeding reviewer response and should offer incentives, e.g., thank you or acknowledgement letters for reviewers' service to university presidents to encourage greater responsiveness.  The reasons for the low rate of participation by women in reviewing should be explored and this issue should be addressed.”

Partially Agree.  This recommendation is directed at the Foundation rather than the Program.  The Foundation reviews all COV reports and responses.  With respect to the Program, see answers above.

“There is no direct evidence that awards are inappropriate in size or duration for the scope of projects.  The COV notes, however, that the program's median award size is about $70,000 over the reviewing period.  It also notes that the majority of proposals are 1- or 2-year proposals (even excluding dissertations).   The program frequently has to cut the size of awards for a variety of reasons -- including the need to preserve limited program funds for other grants.  It is also common for awardees to have no-cost extensions and 10-20% of grantees ask for supplemental funds.  These observations are consistent with a situation in which programmatic budgetary constraints prevent the timely completion of funded projects and the proposal of projects of more ambitious scope.  Data directly from PIs (e.g., interviews) would be helpful in answering this question with greater precision.”

Partially Agree.  The tight budget for SDEST means that the program officer faces the unhappy choice of lowering requested budgets for awards or funding fewer meritorious projects.  This is a common problem in the Division, and the Division may wish to gather more information about its nature and extent.  However, to do so requires personnel time that is also at a premium.  Nonetheless, the program takes the Committee’s point that it should pay more attention to these trade-offs and consider lowering the number of awards and raising award amounts.

“We did not notice any applications from Historically Black Colleges…..  The participation of underrepresented groups as PIs fluctuates from year to year, and interpreting the data is problematic because of the small sample.  There are awards -- 6 of 92 -- going to identified minorities over the three years of the review.  Award rates for minority applicants are higher than for non-minority applicants; a CAREER award is included. It would be helpful to know the percentage of underrepresented groups in the disciplines and institutions represented.”

Comment:  The STS program has made a special award to encourage applications from Historically Black Colleges.  This may encourage applications to SDEST as well.  The more general statistics on percentages of minorities in various fields and institutions might be available from the Division of Science Resources Statistics or NSF central COV management, for help with future COVs.

 “Recommendations:  It would be helpful to have more and better data to assess institutional type and geography, size and duration, and minority representation more thoroughly.  It is difficult to get full outcome data so close in time to the completion of the grant.  The COV therefore thinks it would be helpful to obtain reports from some sample of former grantees (e.g., a sample of the projects from the previous COV assessment) to elicit outcome information after a longer period of time, e.g., 3-5 years.”

Partially Agree.  It is often helpful to have more and better data.  For future COVs, the program can work more closely with COV members prior to the meeting, to explain what is available from the NSF databases, and to craft statistical and population data.  It can also select a sample of the projects from the previous COV assessment and ask the principal investigators for a follow-on report about later outcomes, but the further back one goes the more difficult it is to gather information.

“The principal area of concern -- which may be the case across NSF -- is not having enough ad hoc (external) reviews in some cases.  The COV suspects that issues pertaining to FastLane -- e.g., email overload, filtering, access -- may have some relationship to declining reviewing rates.  It may also be that more reviews are requested of a declining number of reviewers.”

“Recommendations:  The COV believes that NSF should investigate and assess the use of FastLane in soliciting and submitting reviews and should consider various kinds of incentives, including notification to universities of their faculty who serve as reviewers, panelists, etc.  Reviewer databases in NSF may also need attention.”

Disagree.  Statistics show that the review rates for SDEST have not declined over the years that the COV reviewed.  The COV was misled by a low rate of review return during FY2002, when a temporary program director was managing SDEST.  FastLane use and reviewer workloads do need careful monitoring, however.  The program will continue to send letters of commendation to panelists’  universities.  NSF may wish to consider ways to commend reviewers’ assistance to their universities.

PART B.  RESULTS :   OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES OF NSF INVESTMENTS

“There is still some concern, however, that FastLane leaves some institutions and some independent scholars at a disadvantage.  There is also some question about whether the emailing of review requests has contributed to the apparent decline in reviewer response rates.  NSF should investigate the impacts of FastLane in these areas.”

Partially Agree.  FastLane will continue to be monitored for the potential difficulties it may pose for some applicants and reviewers.  However, reviewer response rates have not declined over the three years under the COV review; its impression to the contrary came from an anomalous situation during one year.  The concerns expressed in this and the prior recommendation relate to the Foundation generally and not to matters within the Program’s control.  As noted previously, these recommendations will be reviewed by others at NSF in a better position to determine Foundation-wide policies.

“The COV is an appropriate mechanism for performance assessment of programs and much of the documentation the COV received was helpful for the assessment.  The number and detail of the performance parameters are beyond what a small group of outside reviewers can fully respond to in a short meeting without their having received a more complete introduction to the process.”

Agree.  There are several ways in which the interaction between COV members and NSF can be improved: more interaction prior to the meeting to craft appropriate statistical and descriptive information, establishing an NSF URL for COV use, and formal time in the agenda for staff assistance in review of proposal “jackets” and for staff response to questions that have arisen in the process.  This observation too will be read by those in a better position than the Program to develop NSF-wide procedures and will also be considered by SES at its next COV.

 PART C.  OTHER TOPICS

“The COV notes a decline in the response rate of reviewers that should be addressed.  Although the COV believes that NSF should inquire into the possible role of FastLane and email in this decline, it also believes it likely that the decline is in part due to the increasing NSF review burden on reviewers and other increases in service roles of potential reviewers.  The COV therefore believes NSF should consider some kinds of modest incentives for reviewers, e.g., notifying institutions in writing of the contributions that reviewers provide for NSF, providing reviewers with complementary results of NSF research (e.g., as publishers provide gratis copies of published books to manuscript reviewers).”

Partially Agree.  See answers above.

“The COV noted an increase in explicit attention to criterion 2 over the review period but also a lack of detail and less attention to criterion 2 (compared to criterion 1) from applicants and reviewers alike.  The COV therefore believes that both applicants and reviewers need to be more familiar with the content and scope of criterion 2, and NSF should engage in additional outreach and provide additional customized guidance to educate the scholarly community about it.”

Agree.  The SDEST program will provide more guidance to ad hoc reviewers about NSF criterion 2.  The program announcement is being rewritten, so it may be possible to put more guidance on this there as well. 

“The COV noted that the NIRT competition used only panel review.  The COV feels that ad hoc plus panel review is an appropriate format for such large-scale awards.”

Comment.  The NIRT competition will, no doubt, have its own COV, and, strictly speaking, evaluating NIRT is not part of this COV’s charge.  NSF Foundation wide priority areas generally use only panel review, except where there are special reasons to add ad hoc review.  This has worked well.  There is cognitive dissonance here for COV members, since our programs generally make much smaller awards and have more individual review comments.  But where awards are very large scale (by the lights of the Foundation wide programs, which would mean an award of a longer duration than three years and generally of $5 million or more), there is an iterative process of initial panel review, site visits, blue-ribbon panel, etc. 

“Foundation-wide programs should contribute to or involve SDEST when a significant aspect of that Foundation-wide program involves an important aspect of SDEST. The COV recognizes the benefits of facilitating better integration of SDEST with such initiatives while protecting SDEST’s distinctive identity.”

Agree.  SDEST works with the Foundation-wide programs to the extent its personnel resources permit.  It has managed to integrate attention to ethics in the IGERT and REU Sites programs.

“The COV appreciates the opportunity to comment on the possible reorganization of SDEST and STS into a single structure. The concept would retain the two program officers for these programs – along with their distinct identities and research communities – and add a third program officer.  This program officer would coordinate proposals that might draw support from both programs and interact with Foundation-wide initiatives that could benefit from input of SDEST and STS expertise (e.g., NNI and HSD).  The COV endorses this concept. The COV also endorses the suggestion that an advisory committee be established that would play a role in the reorganization and provide the perspective of the disciplinary communities affected.”

Partially Agree.  We will work towards this goal.  Reaching it depends on the state of the NSF budget and other priorities.    Discussions have already occurred not just with the COV but with panelists in STS and SDEST and representatives of a number of relevant professional associations.  A dramatic reorganization of the programs and their goals might justify the appointment of an advisory committee, but the reorganization that is contemplated leaves both programs largely intact, and the consultation that has occurred with members of the communities has been adequate to reveal general support.  Still drawing on the expertise and experience of those involved in the diverse communities supported by these programs is a good idea, and to the extent that issues arise which would benefit from further input, we expect informal consultation to continue.

“The COV fully supports the role of using visiting committees to conduct these kinds of evaluations……  However, there should be better preparation of the COV for the process of the review…..  A pre-test of the template and the data would be helpful in this regard.  All data about size and duration of awards needs to be presented without dissertation awards included.”

Agree.  SDEST can pre-test data and template with the SDEST COV chair next time.  It will separate dissertation data from the data concerning other awards in the program.

“It would be useful to know how much of the COV’s charge is following up on the previous COV’s recommendations.”

Partially Agree.  This determination is up to the COV.  However, it may be easier in the future, since NSF directorates are now charged to report to the Office of Integrative Activities about their progress in responding to COV concerns and this information should be made available to the next COV. 

“Our experience suggested the benefit of reducing the weight of material sent out in advance and of providing a more complete orientation for managing the information and for examining the reports and jackets in preparation for the meeting.”

Agree.  See answer to concern about better interaction in B. above.

“Many questions in the template require interpretation and judgment on the part of the COV (e.g., "appropriate balance of high risk awards") that go beyond the available data.”

Agree.  We rely on the good judgment of COV members in this regard.  If information is insufficient to judge, it will have to say so.

 “Longer-term follow-up with grantees would provide additional, useful data about the outcomes and impacts of awards.”
Agree.  See response to similar point above.
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Recommendation:

The COV recommends that additional resources be developed by NSF to improve reviewers’ understanding of how they may comment on the second merit review criterion.  Specifically, reviewers would benefit from existing links to examples of how investigators should address these criteria (see http://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2002/nsf022/bicexamples.pdf) and from the creation of new links with examples of how reviewers might record their evaluations. (p. 9)

Agree:  The Program will work to incorporate additional information regarding the second merit review criterion into the materials sent to reviewers.

Recommendation:
The COV has three recommendations for increasing the number of reviews on proposals that have a high refusal rate and for more generally increasing the response rate of reviewers.  

First, the COV recommends that attempts be made to increase the pool of qualified MMS reviewers from the US.  Some active solicitation from the existing reviewer pool for names of other qualified reviewers is one way to generate a larger pool.  The strategies discussed in A.4 recommendations for increasing the participation of underrepresented groups may also be beneficial in increasing the number of qualified reviewers.

In addition, we recommend that the Program Director consider a journal article review model to increase external reviewer response rates.  A second email contact and/or a personal phone call may be in order, particularly for proposals that have a large outside reviewer refusal rate or for proposals in technical areas that are not well-represented by panel members.

Finally, the COV is concerned that the requirement to use Fastlane as a review portal may be a factor in the decline in response rates for external reviews.  To further reduce the burden of review, the COV urges NSF to consider redesigning the Fastlane interface and subjecting it to rigorous usability testing by novice users. (p. 11)
Agree:  The Program always is looking for new and qualified reviewers for MMS proposals and it will continue its efforts in that direction.  The Program also will consider the journal article review model suggested by the COV to help increase reviewer response rates.  The Program will forward the COV's suggestions for FastLane improvements to relevant staff at NSF.

Recommendation:
The COV notes that a review of PI demographics may be misleading if female and minority researchers are concentrated among younger researchers.  It may be worthwhile to analyze gender and minority status summaries for all investigators, not just PIs.  Results may indicate whether individuals from underrepresented groups occur in greater numbers as co-investigators, rather than as principal investigators. If so, the program might have some expectation of future increases in proposals from women and underrepresented groups as such researchers grow in stature.

The COV also recommends that the MMS program consider proactive recruitment strategies as a means of increasing its pool of underrepresented applicants.  The COV also notes that these strategies could be used to recruit additional reviewers.  Two possible approaches are to target women and minorities by making them aware of the range of existing MMS opportunities, and to provide opportunities for potential applicants in underrepresented groups to develop a better understanding of the NSF grant submission process.  

In terms of targeting women and minorities, it may be useful for MMS to partner with representatives from professional organizations, especially if they have existing mechanisms to address the needs of underrepresented groups.  Some relevant organizations are the American Statistical Association, Institute of Mathematical Statistics, American Economic Association, American Sociological Association, Psychometric Society, and the Classification Society.  For example, the American Statistical Association has groups that focus on issues related to underrepresented groups and relevant methodological subdisciplines that could provide a closer link for recruiting appropriate women and minorities into the applicant (and reviewer) pool (e.g., Committee on Women in Statistics, Committee on Minorities in Statistics, Business and Economics Section, Social Statistics Section, and Survey Research Methods Section).  Some of these national organizations also provide mentorship workshops where the MMS program could be discussed by NSF representatives and by veteran PIs who can provide insider advice to prospective applicants. 

To provide more substantive opportunities for indoctrinating underrepresented groups into the funding process for MMS, the program director might consider hosting regionally-distributed NSF workshops on emerging topics in specific domain areas.  One goal could be to invite a broad range of senior, mid-career, and young researchers to discuss emerging research opportunities in methodology, measurement and statistics, thereby providing input to the MMS program and to the broader research community.  A second goal could be to create an environment that provides an opportunity for female and minority researchers to learn about future research initiatives of MMS and related NSF programs, to interact with and become visible to senior researchers in the field, and to learn about the procedures for submitting NSF proposals.  

The COV recognizes that both limited financial and staff resources in MMS severely restrict the Program Director’s ability to pursue these activities.  The COV encourages NSF to provide extra funding to assist in this very important matter. (p. 16)
Agree:  The Program will explore the feasibility of the more proactive strategies suggested by the COV to increase the pool of underrepresented applicants.  SES has recently increased the funds allocated to each Program Officer for outreach and other travel.

Recommendation:
The COV finds that two critical conditions are present that warrant an increase in the budget for MMS.  First, there is a strong need for methodological research to harness new opportunities unleashed by rapid changes in computing technologies and data availability; this is essential to building a solid foundation for conducting high quality science and enabling new discoveries in areas that were previously intractable.  Second, Program Director Eavey exhibits a great deal of creativity and resourcefulness in managing her program to address emerging trends, including a high degree of leveraging to promote interdisciplinary research.  Given that Dr. Eavey is an insightful scientist and possesses exceptional program management skills, the COV recommends that NSF consider additional investments in the MMS program to support methodological developments in the social, behavioral, economic sciences.  NSF may be assured that by providing more funds to the MMS program, the essential need to support current and future revolutions in methodological science will be guided, indeed highly leveraged, by a very strong and creative program officer.  (p. 18)

Partially Agree:  NSF recognizes that many of the standing programs in SBE, including MMS, would greatly benefit from increases in base support.  Given the current budget climate, however, increased funding cannot be promised, even for a program as well run and important as MMS.  However, HSD and the Math Science Priority Areas promise new infusions of money into MMS issues even if the funding does not come through the Program.

Recommendation:

The COV suggests a few areas that might be specifically emphasized by MMS in upcoming years.  These are all areas where emerging methodologies offer some promise for scientific advance.

First, social and behavioral science data are becoming increasingly rich and complex, and statistical methods are needed that address new data structures with explicit relationships across space, time, community levels, and networked objects (e.g., people, organizations, knowledge).  New areas where additional funding would generate substantive contributions to the social sciences include multivariate statistical methods for handling numerous correlated measures on observation units, social network analysis, and methods that account for known data structures, such as hierarchical linear modeling, growth curve modeling, and spatial modeling.  Many of these areas have grown substantially over the past decade and show promise for studying both large and small collections of individual objects (e.g., network analysis was named the “technology” of the year by Business 2.0 in 2003), yet statistical techniques for the study of the often complex data sets arising from such studies are still in their infancy.

Second, the COV suggests MMS support additional research in survey methodology.  Statistical and methodological aspects of sample surveys are undergoing a revolution in response to changes in society and information technologies.  For example, traditional household sampling approaches are being rendered ineffective due to the high costs of field work, plummeting response rates for telephone surveys, and the disintegration of land line telephone number lists as a direct sampling frame for households; data collection methods are being transformed by new developments in the Internet, mobile computing, and tools for using geographic and visual information resources; and the entire survey process stands to reap enormous benefits in efficiency and quality from advances in information science, via approaches such as data warehousing and metadata repositories.  Most of these topics are at a nascent stage in their development, and would benefit from a comprehensive theoretical base.  While MMS has been able to fund small studies to contribute to knowledge about appropriate survey methodological principles, more funding is needed to develop the kind of conceptual underpinning that would guide general implementation of these approaches in federal statistical surveys and in surveys conducted by individual researchers or research groups.  Given the federal statistical community’s active interest in co-funding research in these areas, survey methodology seems an excellent opportunity for targeted increases in the MMS resource base. 

An additional, and very specific, concern of the COV is the need for new work on survey methodology and data collection applied to low-income populations.  Data on those populations are very relevant to many social policy issues, yet the survey research community typically focuses on methods for the general population and not for this special, but important subpopulation.  Low-income families have high refusal rates, are difficult to locate, have high mobility rates, and have cognitive barriers different from those of higher income families.    Bringing together survey methodologists and practicing researchers on data collection for special populations might furnish an avenue for contributing to advances in social and scientific knowledge.

Finally, MMS is in an excellent position to promote increased interaction between methodologists and practicing scientists, which is critical to the effective transfer of new methods to improve science.  Despite the strong promise shown by new statistical techniques, barriers exist in developing widespread use by social, behavioral, and economic scientists, largely due to lack of training and lack of awareness about the potential contributions of new methods. One way in which MMS could help bridge gaps between statisticians and scientists is via support for conferences and workshops on specific substantive subject areas (crime, poverty, income inequality, organizational science, for example) that bring together researchers working on these topics with applied statisticians and methodologists.   (p. 20-21)
Agree:  The COV has highlighted important areas of research for the MMS Program.  The Program will consider the feasibility of emphasizing one or more of these areas in the upcoming years.

Recommendation:

The MMS program has links to specific foundation-wide initiatives, such as the Human and Social Dynamics (HSD) program and the new Mathematical Sciences program area.  MMS clearly has a strong relationship to the substantive scientific areas covered by these initiatives.  For HSD, the MMS has much to contribute to the statistical modeling of the dynamical systems envisaged by HSD.  Further, the infrastructure components of HSD relate closely to the data infrastructure goals of MMS.  For the Mathematical Sciences initiative, an even closer link is desirable because the cross-cutting goals of that initiative are very consistent with the multidisciplinary nature of mathematical and statistical methods of direct interest to MMS. 

Even with these close links, greater integration of these initiatives with the MMS program is necessary.  It is not clear that proposals submitted directly to these initiatives as part of their competitions, but which are directly relevant to MMS and its expertise, will be reviewed by the MMS panel or outside experts that MMS could provide.  In addition, the channels that MMS could use to refer some of its proposals to these initiatives are undefined, or at best, vague.  Clearly there will be MMS proposals that could be funded by these initiatives, and vice versa.   The COV understands that these initiatives are intended to support cross-cutting research that impacts science broadly, thereby facilitating proposals with broader scope than those that are generally submitted to or funded by individual programs like MMS.  At the same time, the COV believes that many MMS-funded projects have very general application to a variety of scientific disciplines and would be very compatible with, and would enrich, the research portfolio of these initiatives.  Thus, the COV urges NSF to more explicitly define ways for these foundation-wide initiatives to benefit from MMS and vice versa.  (p. 22)

Partially Agree:  The Program agrees that MMS could benefit from even closer links with many of the Foundation-wide initiatives.  The MMS program officer's active involvement in some of these initiatives, particularly MSBS, has helped to ensure that the MMS community can activity participate in these competitions.  These initiatives are administered according to management plans that can vary from year to year and may or may not include a role for joint review or joint funding with existing programs. Hence, the constraints of Foundation wide initiatives may prevent proposals submitted directly into MMS from being considered in these competitions.  Conversely, the timing of Foundation-wide initiatives also may preclude the participation of the MMS panel in the review of proposals submitted to these competitions.  The MMS Program can, however, and will publicize to its communities opportunities that exist within Foundation-wide initiatives.
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