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Introduction

This report presents the SBE Advisory Committee’s assessment of the performance on the SBE Directorate towards attainment of NSF’s GPRA goals for FY2001.  The assessment is based on a review of SBE’s self-assessment report, the Assistant Director for SBE's review of the Directorate’s GPRA performance, meetings with SBE program managers during the Advisory Committee’s Fall, 2001 meeting (held on November 29-30, 2001), and discussion by the Advisory Committee members present at this meeting.

Based on this review, the Advisory Committee concurs with the overall assessment of Dr. Norman Bradburn, Assistant Director, SBE.  The Advisory Committee finds that SBE has met or exceeded almost all its FY2001 GPRA goals.  The goal that it has not met relate to increases in the average size and duration of SBE awards.  Lack of success in attaining the first two of these goals, in the view of the Advisory Committee, is attributable to a trade-off of goals within exceedingly tight resource constraints.

The Advisory Committee also notes that during this period SBE conducted no COVs thus removing from its self-assessment report an important source of information.  The Advisory Committee also notes some ambiguity in the manner in which data on SBE’s recruitment of a more diverse labor force are reported.  The Committee also remains concerned that the Foundation’s current approach to GPRA does not adequately capture or report several of the contributions to the nation’s scientific, engineering and educational enterprise, including the Foundation’s role in advancing the U.S. position in international scientific and engineering forums.  Overall, though, the Advisory Committee was impressed by the detailed and systematic documentation provided by SBE in its self-assessment report.  It interprets this report as an indication of the increased management commitment within SBE to shaping its activities about NSF’s GPRA goals.

The following sections summarize the Advisory Committee’s assessment with respect to:  (1) SBE’s two research divisions- Social and Economic Sciences (SES) and Behavioral and Cognitive Sciences (BCS); (2) Office of International Science and Engineering (INT); and (3) Science Resources Statistics

1.  Social and Economic Sciences and Behavioral and Cognitive Sciences
Most but not all of the GPRA goals of these two divisions were deemed to have been met. Specifically, the following 5 GPRA goals were met or exceeded.

· 99% of proposals were received via FastLane, exceeding the goal of 95%;

· 85% of all basis and applied research grants had been awarded via competitive, merit-based, peer review processes, matching the stated goal;

· 100% of program solicitation announcements had been issued at least 3 months prior to the proposal deadline, exceeding the goal of 95%;

· 72% of principal investigators were provided feedback on the disposition of their proposals within 6 months of the closing date for applications, exceeding the goal of 70%; and

· 37% of awards went to first-time principal investigators, surpassing the goal of 30%.

The following 2 GPRA goals were not successfully met:

· Increasing the mean size of SBE awards to $110,000/year. The mean size of awards of $66,567 was substantially (nearly $43,000) below this goal.

· Lengthening the average award duration to 3 years.  The average duration is currently 2.3 years.

The Advisory Committee perceives the shortfall between these two goals and the actual performance as deriving from three factors:  (1) a conflict between two or more goals or values; (2) low levels of funding to SBE relative to the number of meritorious proposals, and (3) data format vagaries that obscure measurement of actual performance.

With respect to:

(1), trade-offs exist between increasing the mean size of awards (a stated GPRA goal) and fostering the research development of young scientists and postdocs (another stated GPRA goal). Younger investigators, on average, tend to request or be awarded lower amounts than more senior investigators fort a variety of reasons, including lower salary reimbursement. Thus, increasing the share of younger investigators among all SBE awardees tends to drive down the mean size of award.

To avoid this trade-off among GPRA goals that leads to “success” with respect to one goal actually inducing “failure” with respect to another, we recommend that awards for new investigators, especially those made through special programs (e.g., SGER, dissertation awards) be separated from other SBE awards. However, the relatively low share of funds appropriated to first time and young investigators within SBE’s total research budget means that segmentation of awards by itself will not appreciably contribute to SBE’s ability to reach its GPRA goal of an average award total of $110,000.


(2), Attainment of this GPRA goal, given the number of proposals rated as meritorious under competitive, merit-review processes clearly points to inadequate levels of funding for SBE. Clearly, given these conditions, besides the trade-off between first-time and senior researchers in the issuance of awards, SBE program managers must trade-off the number and size of awards. The Advisory Committee recognizes the multiple scientific and distributive objectives served by making as large a number of awards as is consistent with merit review rankings. Still, without formally expressing a view at this time on the optimal trade-off between average size and number of awards, the Advisory Committee, echoing an assessment found in selected COV reports, was concerned that the low level of SBE awards discouraged the submission of scientifically ambitious proposals, especially by more senior researchers, to the Foundation.

In the Advisory Committee’s view, possibly compounding the problem of inadequate funding levels on the average size and duration of awards, was the late release during a fiscal year of budgetary information to Division Directors. This internal pattern tends to result in conservative management of research portfolios and budgets; uncertainty about the size of program budgets leads to smaller awards in the period up through the release of final budget allocations.

(3), With respect to SBE’s performance of recruiting a more diverse labor force, by gender and ethnicity, the Advisory Committee noted that the current practice of aggregating recruitment and employment in professional-level staff (e.g., directorate officials, program mangers, and other decision makers) and support staff (e.g., secretaries), creates ambiguity about attainment of this GPRA goal.

2.  International Science and Engineering

As documented in SBE’s self-assessment report highlighting the Offices’ activities in fostering the international integration of research and education and international collaboration in high-potential research areas that bridged both traditional disciplines and national borders, the Office was deemed to have successfully accomplished each of the GPRA goals set for it within the context of the Foundation’s overarching GPRA goals.

The Advisory Committee also noted with approval that the Office will be conducting a COV next year. In light of the recent reorganization of INT into an Office and the consequent need for it to develop a strategic plan commensurate with its new place within the Foundation, the Advisory Committee recommends a close coupling of the strategic planning activity with the setting (and measurement) of future GPRA goals for INT.

In reviewing INT’s GPRA performance report, the Advisory Committee noted that much of the excellent and unique work of the Office is not captured in the current GPRA reporting format. Specifically, the Office’s work in support of the international role of the Director’s Office and the work that the Office does to facilitate international collaboration are not fully captured by the existing reporting format.  As INT reorganizes and develops a strategic plan, an analysis of the unique performance measurement issues for the NSF’s international activities would be timely and useful.

3.  Science Resources Statistics (SRS)

SRS’s specific GPRA goals relate primarily to data relevance and data quality.  Documentation provided by SBE indicates that SRS has successfully met its GPRA goals for FY2001. The Advisory Committee also was impressed by SRS’s use of GPRA as a management tool.  Using the GPRA metrics of data relevance and data quality, SRS has instituted a strategy for systematic improvement of its major surveys.  Data relevance is to be improved by redesigning the contents of its surveys through discussions with user communities.  Data quality is to be improved through specific focus on the contents of one-half of its surveys on an annual, rotating basis.
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