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One year into his 6-year term as director 
of the National Science Foundation (NSF), 
Subra Suresh is pushing the 60-year-old 
basic research agency in new directions.

The most visible evidence is a quartet of 
new initiatives intended to promote entre-
preneurship, accelerate the review pro-
cess, foster international collaborations, 
and improve conditions for women. The 
soft-spoken former Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology dean of engineering says 
he’s simply trying to get more out of NSF’s 
$6.8 billion budget. But his modesty hides a 
keen political sensibility.

It’s no accident that each of the initiatives 
meshes with one of the Obama Administra-
tion’s priorities for bolstering U.S. science, 
and none requires a big investment. That lat-
ter feature is especially pleasing to congres-
sional appropriators as they struggle to keep 
agencies healthy while trimming overall 
federal spending. In fact, NSF’s reputation 
for sound fi scal stewardship helped it obtain 
a 2.5% budget increase in 2012, a rare boost 
in the current era of austerity (Science, 
25 November, p. 1041).

The new Innovation Corps (I-Corps) 
program, for example, refl ects that combi-
nation of frugality and fresh thinking. The 
frist round awarded $50,000 to 21 scien-
tists to test the waters for a product based on 
their NSF-funded research. The new wrin-
kle is that the scientists are teamed with an 
experienced entrepreneur and a graduate 
student, and each trio gets a 3-month crash 
course to square their idea with what poten-
tial customers want before seeking funding 
from venture capitalists or a government-
funded program for start-ups. “I picked it 
because we could do it without a lot of extra 
dollars,” Suresh says. “And I knew that 
the issue resonated with Congress and the 
Administration, and with industry and the 
community.”

A second initiative, Science Across 
Virtual Institutes (SAVI), leverages some-
thing NSF is already doing—helping U.S. 
scientists collaborate with their peers 
abroad—by attracting even larger invest-
ments from other countries. By requiring 
buy-in from not only the discipline-based 

program but also NSF’s international 
offi ce, SAVI also advances Suresh’s goal of 
One NSF, a management concept aimed at 
breaking down some of the walls between 
NSF’s seven discipline-based directorates 
and two offi ces.

It’s not that Suresh doesn’t think about 
money. He faces the chronic problem of 
balancing support for individual research-
ers against the need for expensive new 
facilities used by an entire discipline. NSF’s 
decision to pull out of the proposed Deep 
Underground Science and Engineering 
Laboratory in South Dakota (Science, 17 
December 2010, p. 1596) will relieve some 
of the immediate budget pressure, but the 
community’s ravenous appetite for new 
infrastructure will test Suresh’s manage-
ment skills. 

Suresh is also looking inward. One major 
effort involves fi ne-tuning NSF’s vaunted 
merit-review system; the challenge will be 
to prevent success rates on applications from 
dipping too low in an era of fl at or declin-
ing budgets. This week, NSF’s oversight 
body, the National Science Board (NSB), 
may adopt a new defi nition of its contro-

versial second criterion for assessing grant 
proposals, relating to the broader impacts of 
the research apart from its scientifi c merit 
(Science, 14 October, p. 169). An inter-
nal working group is also reviewing every 
aspect of NSF merit review. The timing is 
not coincidental: In May, Suresh will chair 
an international summit on merit review 
hosted by the U.S. government.

A global perspective comes easily to 
the Indian-born Suresh. But as a natural-
ized U.S. citizen, he’s thoroughly American 
when he comes to assessing the likelihood 
of China surpassing the United States in 
his lifetime (he’s 55). “Well, it’s clear that 
they are increasing their investment in infra-
structure,” he says. “But I also believe in the 
nimbleness and resilience of the American 
enterprise. So I’m not willing to concede 
that we will lose our scientifi c preeminence 
and become number 2 or number 3 [in the 
world]. The competition has never been as 
severe as we face now. But it may still not 
be too late to stay on top.”

On 7 December, Science sat down with 
Suresh in his Arlington, Virginia, offi ce to 
talk about these and other issues. Here are 
excerpts from that interview. 

–JEFFREY MERVIS

Q: Why did you launch the Innovation 

Corps initiative?

S.S.: Our mission is basic research, and that’s 
not going to change. But how do we take 
that basic research output and get the big-
gest bang for the buck without diverting pre-
cious basic research dollars? There are many 
models for that. I-Corps tries to make use 
of NSF’s reach, scope, and statute, and also 
bring in private partnerships. …

The idea is to do something new, lever-
age something signifi cant, and also improve 
our internal processes. If we want to give an 
award for 6 months, it doesn’t make any sense 
to have a review process that takes 9 months. 
So we wanted to accelerate that review pro-
cess. And that’s exactly what we did in the 
fi rst round of awards. We made them 4 weeks 
after the solicitation.

Q: What do you hope SAVI will accomplish?

S.S.: SAVI has a couple of objectives. In the 
spirit of One NSF, how do we make sure that 
people can work better together? For exam-
ple, in mathematics we have an NSF-funded 
center at Brown University and three insti-
tutions in North Carolina, and we got them 
together and collectively they began to think 
of international partners.

But here’s the thing. A program director 
can do some things, but if NSF as a whole 
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Lucky number? 
Suresh is NSF’s 

13th director.

Published by AAAS

 o
n 

D
ec

em
be

r 
15

, 2
01

1
w

w
w

.s
ci

en
ce

m
ag

.o
rg

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 

http://www.sciencemag.org/


www.sciencemag.org    SCIENCE    VOL 334    16 DECEMBER 2011 1493

NEWSFOCUS
C

R
E

D
IT

S
 (
L
E

F
T

 T
O

 R
IG

H
T

):
 C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 N

S
F

; 
D

W
IG

H
T

 B
O

H
N

E
T

/N
S

F
; 
(I

N
S

E
T

) 
C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 N

S
F

does something, our leveraging power is sig-
nifi cantly higher. So we set up a common 
policy for all SAVI activities. It has to be 
supported by the program and division direc-
tor and have the endorsement of the assis-
tant director and the international office. 
And that’s not just, “Yes, it’s a good idea. Go 
do it.” It also has to come with dollars. And 
that’s a real endorsement. 

Brown and the North Carolina institu-
tions decided they wanted to work with a 
group of Indian institutions. So NSF put up 
$6 million, and the Indian government put 
up $20 million. That’s real leverage. Now we 
deal directly with the secretary for science 
and technology for India, and that gives us 
tremendous leveraging power.

Q: How do you feel when elected 
offi cials and candidates deny the scien-
tifi c evidence for climate change caused by 
increasing CO2 levels from human activity?
S.S.: Well, my reaction is, there should be 
room for different interpretations and dis-
agreements. But facts are facts. NSF doesn’t 
do any internal research. We support research 
through a transparent and open process. Let 
the scientists publish and let people interpret, 
some one way and some another way. And 
my belief is that, in the end, whatever is the 
truth will prevail.

Q: NSF managed to boost success rates 
by using most of its stimulus money to 
fund proposals already in the pipeline. Can 
you sustain current success rates with the 
2012 budget?
S.S.: The success rate depends on a lot of 
factors. It’s not just the number of propos-
als and the dollars available. It also depends 
on how we process the proposals, including 
how many times the same idea gets resub-
mitted. If an idea has no chance of getting 

through the process, does it make sense to 
have it be reviewed over and over again? 

Within NSF, the success rates for par-
ticular programs vary by a factor of 4. So 
another question is whether we are setting up 
the right expectations for the community. … 
It’s also fi eld-specifi c. There may not be one 
magic solution for all of NSF.

Q: Some people have suggested that 
NSF should require universities to show 
evidence of their success in broadening 
participation—one of the criteria under the 
“broader impacts” of a research activity—
as a condition for continued funding. Is 
that an appropriate role for NSF?
S.S.: One thing the NSB task force on 
broader impacts has looked at closely is met-
rics for success. And these are inherently long 
term. The time frame in which you assess the 
impact is much longer than the duration of the 
grant itself. That makes it much harder to say, 
at the end of 3 years, whether you’ve had an 
impact or not. So one thing we’ve been grap-
pling with is how to put quantifi able, verifi -
able, and accessible metrics into everything 
we do, including broader impacts. 

Q: Is having a separate account still the 
best way to fund new large facilities?
S.S.: We now have an MREFC account. If 
all the costs come out of [research], it will 
be a completely different discussion. So one 
of the in-between things we are trying to do 
is to look at a longer time horizon. We also 
are looking at different [budget] scenarios. 
One is reasonably optimistic, one is fl at, and 
one is highly pessimistic. And then we’re 
asking the question: What is the minimum 
level at which we can do [a particular proj-
ect]? And is that good enough? Is it worth 
it? And if the answer is no, then it falls 
off the list. …

We’re looking at a number of criteria. 
What’s the overall value of the science? How 
large is the community that will be impacted? 
How much money has already been spent? 
It’s project-based, and it’s not just 1 year. If 
we fund fewer projects this year and do more 
next year, it may seem like a convenient solu-
tion to an immediate budget crunch. But you 
may end up wasting money in the long run 
because costs will go up. …

The fl exibility that Congress has given us 
[to shift money from other NSF accounts] 
is good. But it also eats into basic research. 
It’s a fi ne line to walk. If you have a separate 
account for facilities, as we do now, then 
sometimes you don’t realize the cost impact. 
In a zero-sum game, it’s not coming out of 
someone else’s pocket. It’s coming out of 
our pocket. 

Q: Why did NSF pull out of the proposed 
Deep Underground Science and Engineer-
ing Laboratory? 
S.S.: NSF is always interested in funding the 
best science. But the question is, “Can we 
afford it in the current climate?” The science 
board also wondered if NSF has the capacity 
to run a major facility like this. NSF doesn’t 
run national labs. We’re still interested in sup-
porting the basic science. But maybe we’ll be 
able to partner with other federal agencies.

Q: Did Congress make a mistake by prohib-
iting NASA and OSTP from scientifi c col-
laborations with China?
S.S.: [Congress] didn’t say anything about 
NSF. … [Presidential science adviser] John 
[Holdren] can speak for OSTP. None of the 
things we do are proprietary or classifi ed. We 
are a basic science agency, and we are in a 
different place than other mission agencies. 
… So far, we have not seen any impact from 
the congressional language.

Man in motion. Subra Suresh travels frequently, from promoting science education in Philadelphia to touring NSF-funded facilities at the South Pole.
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