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Subj ect: Research eval uati on

If we knew what was to pay off, we would only do that kiind of work. To
par aphrase Einstein, "If we knew what we were doing, it wouldn't be
science". There is a terrible hazard of coming up with criteriato

eval uate the significance of research. Nearly all inportant ideas have
been off-the-wall findings. These are approaches and i deas that no one
would fund. It is generally agreed ampbng scientists that their nost

i nportant results are those obtained without explicit funding; results
obt ai ned by using the nooney from funded projects to try things that
were not included.

Successful grant applications, particularly those to NIH, require that
the proposed experinments can't fail. Since 3/4 of all subnissions nust
be rejected according to current fundi ng standards, the review panels

| ook for any excuse to turn down an application. A possible failure is a
sure fire trigger to lose. This of course nmakes applicants into liars,
because they nust say that the nost inportant and interesting things to

do are those that can't fail. These are inherently the | east interesting
experinments. That is not to say that these boring neasurenents are
flawed, but any exerinment that can't fail is not an experinent at all

just a neasurenent.

There are too many grants bei ng funded because applicants fear a gap in
fundi ng, and hence becone application witers instead of full tine
scientists. If the nunber of grants/Pl was linmted (perhaps to two),
then no one would spend time witing additional proposals, and hence
woul d get down to work. If the funding rate was hi gher then scientists
woul d not feel the necessity to keep witing applications to avoid
acadenmi c death due to a | ack of research funds. The governnment advisory
groups should realize that nost schools have turned over tenure
decisions to granting agencies: those that are funded get tenure, the
rest don't. This leads to ageing of the scientific community as young
scientists are driven off by the pressure. The average age of applicants
obtaining their very first grants has risen to about 36. Loss of a
single grant can lead to the untenured scientist being fired. This doesn
not make for creative science. It rewards the |east interesting and
hence the safest research. Young people are the ones with the new ideas,
and they need to be supported.

The conflicts of funding "powerful" NAS nmenbers, etc, with |arge

| aboratories costs the access of young people to research. To ny

know edge, the has never been a study of the value of research/$ in
large and small labs. My prediction is that small |abs where the Pls are
intimately involved with the ongoing research are nuch nore efficient.
suggest such a study of efficiney of |abs size vs. productivity/$ is in
order before changing priorities.
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"The secret to eternal youth is arrested devel opnent."



