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Dear Mr. Arnolie and Mr. Cooley:

The National Science Foundation’s (NSF) Advisory Committee on Business and Operations met May 5-6, 2005, to consider ongoing issues at NSF, with special emphasis on the 2005 assessment of Organizational Excellence.
The committee offers the following thoughts and perspectives on the items discussed at the meeting.

CIO, IRM, and BFA Updates
The committee again appreciated the updates on CIO, IRM, and BFA activities.  A number of important observations came to light through the presentations and ensuing discussions:

· NSF’s leadership on major eGov activities, especially Grants.gov and the Grants Management Line of Business, remains vital to the science and engineering community.  Because the “customers” for Federal grant programs are as varied as the programs themselves, it is important that NSF and other R&D agencies work to ensure that the emerging systems adequately support competitive, investigator-initiated activities.


· The Knowledge Management Pilot Projects discussed appear to hold great potential for improving both programmatic and operational efficiency at NSF.  For example, the work in advanced searching and clustering could greatly benefit key parts of the merit review process, as it could lead to improved methods of assigning reviewers and panelists to proposals.


· An important attribute of IRM’s major initiatives is the involvement of a broad cross-section of the NSF workforce – in terms of both staffing level and organization.  This emphasis on outreach and communication, as was highlighted in the discussion of the Administrative Functions Study, is vital to the success of these activities.


· The committee looks forward to future discussions on how best to update the Organizational Excellence component of the NSF GPRA Strategic Plan.  The BFA Update noted that the planning environment is being shaped by a complex set of internal and external drivers, such as the President’s Management Agenda, new guidance related to internal controls, a growing and more detailed set of metrics and scorecards across the government, and the findings from NSF’s own Business Analysis, to name but a few.  In this light, it would be especially valuable to further explore the “people” and “process” synergies that cross the five major PMA initiatives.

Report of Facilities Subcommittee

Dr. Tom Kirk, the subcommittee chair, reviewed the activities of the facilities subcommittee.  He noted that the subcommittee held its first meeting on March 25, 2005.  At that meeting, the subcommittee received presentations from NSF staff on issues related to facilities management.  Following the meeting, the subcommittee developed a written report, which the full committee agreed should be provided to NSF (following a 2 week period for committee comments, as is noted in the Minutes).

Dr. Kirk noted that a first task for the subcommittee was defining its role, recognizing that the subcommittee’s activities are framed by three major policy documents:

· The 2004 National Academies (NA) Report, Setting Priorities for Large Research Facility Projects Supported by the National Science Foundation,


· The October 2004 draft NSF/NSB report, also titled, Setting Priorities for Large Research Facility Projects Supported by the National Science Foundation,

· The July 2003 NSF policy document, National Science Foundation Facilities Management and Oversight Guide.
The subcommittee decided to assess the interaction of these three policy documents with the actual functioning processes of the NSF as the Foundation carries out the assessment, approval, funding and oversight of the large initiatives undertaken as “Major Research Equipment and Facilities Construction” (MREFC) projects.

Dr. Kirk described the three main observations that emerged from the subcommittee’s review:

1. The implementation of adequate project management methods for MREFC projects during the Development Stage seriously lags the National Academies Report recommendations as well as NSF policy guidance currently provided for MREFC projects; accordingly, the needed ‘Baseline Project Definitions’ have not been achieved with adequate reliability as projects move towards New Project status and are submitted by NSF to Congress for funding.

2. The failure of NSF to regularly achieve adequate Baseline Project Definitions during the Development Stage is closely tied to the agency’s under-investment in professional engineering, cost estimating and project management support for projects during this period; a useful guideline for the necessary level of pre-project engineering/project management investment is between 10% and 25% of the total project cost to provide reliable cost and schedule estimates at this stage.

3. The Deputy for Large Facilities Projects at NSF is a properly conceived role but one that has not been adequately empowered, staffed and supported within the agency to this point in time; a strengthening of the Deputy position plus significant staff enhancement are needed to realize the purposes recommended in the National Academies Report and accepted by the Foundation.

In addition to agreeing to provide the subcommittee report to NSF, the committee also agreed that the materials presented to the subcommittee by NSF staff at the March 25 meeting should be made publicly available.
NSF 2005 Assessment of Organizational Excellence

The principal focus of the meeting was NSF’s 2005 Assessment of Organizational Excellence.  This was the second year that NSF developed a self-assessment of activities related to its OE goal, and the committee was again asked for input on three of the four indicators used to determine significant achievement in OE:

· Human Capital,

· Technology-Enabled Business Processes, and

· Performance Assessment.

The fourth OE indicator, Merit Review, will be assessed by the Advisory Committee for GPRA Performance Assessment (AC/GPA).

The committee’s discussion focused on two questions:

1. Does the evidence presented support NSF’s determination that it has (or has not) “demonstrated significant achievement” for the indicator?


2. Should any changes in approach or methodology be considered for future OE assessments?

Regarding the first question, the committee concluded that the evidence presented does support NSF’s determination that it demonstrated significant achievement for the three indicators.  The committee in particular commended the BFA and IRM staff for incorporating the observations provided last year on improving the assessment process.   

This year’s presentations were especially valuable in highlighting 1) the major activities that addressed the three indicators, 2) the mechanisms used to determine success, and 3) the relative level of success (fully successful, partially successful, etc.).  The committee appreciated the high quality of the presentations and how they demonstrated clear leadership in the broad and complicated area of Organizational Excellence.  

Through its discussion, the committee also provided a number of observations to NSF that address the second question related to potential improvements to the assessment process.  One recurring theme in the committee’s discussion was the need for NSF to clarify the connection between activities that address the OE goal and NSF’s overall mission.  A number of the committee’s observations directly addressed this point:

· The OE assessment should be vigilant in reminding people about NSF’s mission and purpose.  The current assessment framework presents NSF’s business processes in isolation.  This runs the risk of rewarding NSF for the processes themselves and overshadowing the agency’s actual mission of promoting progress in science and engineering.


· The OE assessment should also distinguish between “strategic” accomplishments and “tactical” ones.  If the assessment focuses disproportionately on achievements at the tactical level, it loses the strategic connection to the agency’s mission and long-term vision.  This can lead to NSF’s assessment appearing indistinguishable from those of other agencies, as the underlying processes are somewhat generic.  It is important for the assessment to demonstrate NSF’s unique role among Federal agencies.


· A third area that should receive increased attention in future assessments is the impact of NSF’s leadership in government-wide initiatives, especially those in eGovernment.  The committee recognized that NSF’s leadership in these areas is often more valuable to the initiatives than to NSF itself, at least in the near term.  One possible approach to this issue would be for future assessments to highlight the elements of government-wide activities that benefit NSF and the elements that NSF is pursuing primarily to meet specific requirements.

Finally, the committee noted that NSF’s presentations and the ensuing discussion outlined the key set of issues that will need to be addressed when presenting the OE goal in the next update of the agency’s GPRA Strategic Plan.  

The committee understands that NSF will provide these observations to the AC/GPA.

Transforming the NSF Academy

The presentation, Transforming the NSF Academy, provided the committee with an excellent overview of the Academy’s goals and major activities.  It also underscored NSF’s motivation in establishing the Academy, namely to serve as a catalyst for a continuous learning organization.  A number of issues for NSF consideration arose in the discussion following the presentation, such as the importance of involving all parts of the agency in planning the Academy’s activities, how best to highlight the links between the Academy’s activities and the agency’s strategic goals, ensuring that the Academy’s leadership competency models appropriately complement other such models in use at NSF, and the importance of blended learning environments for e-learning activities.

The NSF Business Analysis

The committee found the approach used in the presentation on the NSF Business Analysis – following a single topic (merit review in this case) from baseline analysis through findings and recommendations – to be a productive way to frame the committee’s discussion.  NSF is encouraged to continue using this approach in future presentations.

In its discussion, a central issue the committee raised for NSF to consider is whether there may be opportunities for increased integration across the analysis and for putting the analysis in a broader context.  The findings seem to reflect discrete lines of analysis, focused on workload, or the merit review process, or the results of the applicant survey, but lacking integration that would answer questions like “what should be done about the rising proposal workload?” “How do workload and staffing issues affect the advancement of science?” For example, could the workload survey clarify what tasks are shared across employee categories, and which tasks are most important to NSF’s core mission?  

In terms of context, the business analysis should communicate more explicitly the integral importance of NSF’s many external relationships.  Unlike most federal agencies, NSF’s accomplishing of its core mission depends on extensive and extended interaction with individual scientists and their institutions.  Business analysis results should emphasize how NSF’s own activities affect and are affected by these relationships.  For example, the committee’s discussion underscored the importance of NSF program officers taking time to work directly with first-time applicants to NSF.  This arose in the context of discussing the possibility of creating a customer service center to answer investigator inquiries currently handled by program managers.  The committee noted that educating and guiding investigators, especially young or unsuccessful investigators, is a valuable part of NSF’s culture.  NSF should therefore continue to approach this kind of proposed activity as one that complements the role of the program officer.

Meeting with Dr. Bement

The committee again appreciated the chance to meet with NSF Director Dr. Arden Bement.  Dr. Bement noted that a major challenge for the agency is to address the increasing proposal workload on program managers.  He described selected strategies under discussion with senior management to slow the increase in the number of proposals received each year.  He added that the most important function of the NSF program officer is to serve as “signal processors” for science and engineering – ensuring that the agency remains focused on the frontiers of research and education.

He also discussed the importance of aligning NSF’s staff functions and business systems with the agency’s strategic goals, especially in light of the revision of the NSF Strategic Plan scheduled for next year.  In addition to asking the committee to help NSF develop the next iteration of its Strategic Plan, he asked it to give attention to the agency’s internal controls and their importance in achieving public trust.  The committee shared with Dr. Bement the major issues raised previously during the meeting.  

In closing the meeting, the committee noted that an appropriate topic for the Fall meeting would be how to foster a deeper integration of the OE strategic goal with the NSF mission, in the context of the upcoming revision of the agency’s Strategic Plan.

The committee hopes these observations help to inform and guide the Foundation as it addresses the range of issues discussed at the meeting.  We would like to thank the staff that helped make this meeting a successful one. We look forward to reviewing anticipated progress on the various issues discussed at this meeting and to discussing other mission-critical issues at our next meeting.

On behalf of the committee,

Dr. Norine Noonan



Dr. Peter D. Blair

Co-Chair
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