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 COSSA represents the shared policy interests of all 
fields of social & behavioral science research

 We seek to reach 4 main audiences: 
 Congress (both sides of the aisle)

 Executive Branch Agencies & the White House

 Scientific & Higher Ed communities

 General public



Social Science & Federal Policy 

 Challenges to SBS fall generally into 3 buckets: 

1. Funding 

2. Policy

3. Don’t get no respect



Challenge #1: 
Federal Funding of SBS Research

 Efforts to:
 Cut funding for agencies that support SBS

 Defund specific fields of research (e.g. political science in 2013)

 Pick winners and losers among the sciences (e.g. increase 
computer science funding at the expense of social science)

 Funding for ALL DISCRETIONARY programs viewed as a zero-
sum game – flat funding in this environment is a win

 Translation: Winners & Losers 



Competing Interests

 Commerce, Justice, Science Appropriations Bill:
 National Science Foundation

 NASA

 Department of Justice

 Department of Commerce

 Labor, HHS, Education Appropriations Bill:
 National Institutes of Health

 Department of Education/Institute of Education 
Sciences

 Department of Labor

 Department of Health and Human Services
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FY 2016



Real Story is in the Details

 NSF – Social, behavioral and economic sciences flat funded

 House wanted to cut SBE to increase other sciences 

 NIH – $2 billion increase but at the expense of other accounts 

 AHRQ was zeroed‐out in House bill, deep cuts in Senate bill

 NIJ/BJS – Flat funded

 House wanted to eliminate direct appropriations 

 Census – American Community Survey maintained

 House voted to make the ACS voluntary 



Challenge #2:
Federal Policy & SBS Research

 “Authorization” bills are used to “authorize” funding 
for federal agencies/programs and to set 
programmatic priorities (i.e. direct an agency to 
take a specific action)
 These bills often include funding GUIDELINES, but DO 

NOT appropriate funds

 Several authorization bills were introduced in the 114th

Congress (1st Session) that would impact SBS and peer 
review… 



America COMPETES Act

(in millions of dollars) 2015 COMPETES FY 
2016-17

COMPETES vs. 
FY 2015

National Science Foundation 7344.2 7597.1 3.4%
Biological Sciences 731.0 834.8 14.2%
Computer and Information Science and 
Engineering 921.7 1050.0 13.9%

Engineering 892.3 1034.0 15.9%
Geosciences 1304.4 1200.0 -8.0%
Mathematical and Physical Sciences 1336.7 1500.0 12.2%
Social, Behavioral, and Economic 
Sciences 272.2 150.0 -44.9%



Scientific Research in the National 
Interest Act 

 Seeks to set a definition of “national interest” for NSF funded 
research – intent is to suggest that SBS and other research is not 
in the “national interest”

 Passed Committee in October; no companion in Senate

 Broad scientific community objection 
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Challenge #3:
Don’t Get No Respect

Public statements devaluing social science and/or specific grants

 “Common sense” problem

 Focus on clever titles and project abstracts as “proof” of wasteful 
spending 

 “Investigations” into agency grant-making practices

 Picking on individual grants



“I think NSF should focus more on the pure sciences, on the 
fundamentals, and be careful to avoid funding research 
projects that would damage its sterling reputation in the 
eyes of the public. I’d encourage them to avoid funding 
studies like shrimps on a treadmill—I hope we never see 
anything like that again—or alcoholism among prostitutes in 
Thailand. If the private sector is interested in funding 
obscure or obtuse social science questions, then let them. But 
NSF needs to be keenly aware of how these grants would 
look on the front page of the local newspaper. They are just 
not a productive use of our tax dollars.”

--Rep. John Culberson, 
January 2015







Weight-loss program for truck drivers
“NIH should have thought twice before funding programs when 

private funding of research studies is a better avenue. 
Congress, in consultation with NIH and other research institutes, 

can better assess areas of federal research.”



Love at First Swipe
“Uncle Sam wants you to swipe right and is spending nearly $1 

million to learn how those looking for love online decide to 
pursue a romantic relationship.”

NSF’s Rebuttal
“The researchers used the context of online dating to address 
core questions facing society today. Those include how basic 
social psychological and judgmental processes change in a 

situation where the algorithms built into apps and social media 
sites play a part in communications and people receive 

information solely through computers, without the social cues 
provided in person-to-person contact.” 



Study How Children Cross the Street
“Ultimately, the NSF grant spent close to a million dollars to tell 
us that children take greater risks when crossing the street than 

adults—something generations of American parents already 
know.” 

NSF’s Rebuttal
“The grant is focused on better understanding perception, 

judgement, and decision-making – by examining children’s use 
of visual information to guide selection and timing of motor 

behaviors.” 



 Attacks force us to constantly play defense. 
 Once attack surfaces, already too late. 

 Try to stay on offense – enter you! 



► JOIN US in Washington on March 15-16, 2016: 
http://www.cossa.org/event/2016-annual-
meeting

► SIGN UP for our newsletter and alerts: 
http://www.cossa.org/category/update

► TAKE ACTION by responding to COSSA alerts: 
http://www.cossa.org/advocacy/take-action 

► SHARE YOUR STORIES of social science 
success: http://www.cossa.org/share-your-
stories 

► PROVIDE FEEDBACK

What can you do? 



Wendy Naus, Executive Director
Email: wnaus@cossa.org

Web: www.cossa.org
@COSSADC • #WhySocialScience
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