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WHO IS ABLE TO DO BOTH RESEARCH AND
ADMINISTRATION AT THE SAME TIME? “I AM ONE OF

THEM!™

Reporter of SCIENCENET Interviewed Richard Zare, Chemist, Former Chair of National
Board of Science of the USA

Figure Caption: Richard Zare, Member of National Academy of Science of the USA, Former Chair
of National Board of Science of the USA

[SCIENCENET Reported by Jiao He] In China, it is not rare to have someone serve as a
government officer as well as a principle investigator of large research projects. There are all kinds
of comments on the internet that directly rebuke this mode of doing both research and
administration.

This situation is not unique, but has some counterpart. David Schwartz, the head of National
Institute of Environmental and Health Science (NIEHS) of the US, was serving as a high-level
administrative officer as well as managing his huge research laboratory. But not long ago, he
became the focus of the media in the circle of scientific researchers, because he touched the line of
ethical regulations of the US federal government by hiring too many visiting scholars from his
former employer Duke University. The NIH has taken measures on him: Schwartz was prohibited to
enter his own lab for three months, and demanded to send the 12 visiting researchers in his lab back
to Duke University.

Isn’t there anyone in the world who can do both research and administration?
“l am honored to consider myself to be one of them!” Professor Richard Zare, the Wolfe Prize

Laureate who came to Beijing for the Nobel Laureate Forum, frankly described himself during my
interview in September 2007.



“I AM ONE OF THEM!”

Professor Zare, at the age of 68, is the Chair of Department of Chemistry at Stanford University,
a member of National Academy of Science in the USA, and a member of Academy of Arts and
Science in the USA. He is one of a few scientists who have remarkable achievements in both
scientific research and administration.

As Professor Zare depicted, National Science Board (NSB) is actually a part of National
Science Foundation (NSF) in the US, not an independent agency. In conformity with the Act of
National Science Foundation passed in 1950, the administrative circle of NSF is composed of NSB
and the Chair of NSF. The Chair of NSF is in charge of the daily work of NSF, such as organizing
the project applications and evaluations, while NSB is the division which makes decisions about
NSF. NSB works closely with the Chair of NSF to fulfill the goal and the service of NSF, which is
promoting the research and education in the field of science and engineering in the US.

Other than that, NSB has two important tasks. First, it monitors the operations of NSF to ensure
that NSF is running within the policy frame ratified by the president and the Congress of the US.
That is, NSB needs to determine what the crucial problems are for future developments. It also
takes charge of approving budgets of NSF, reaffirming annual budgets, ratifying new project
proposals and important awards such as Vannevar Bush Medal and the Distinguished Service Award
of NSF, etc. The second task of NSB is serving as independent consultants for the US president and
the Congress. They provide specialized information in various fields of scientific and engineering
research, as well as education; that is, NSB is one of the think tanks for the president and the
Congress.

NSB consists of 24 committee members, all appointed by the president and approved by the
Senate. The Chair of NSF automatically becomes the committee member and participates in NSB
meetings. The same as the Chair of NSF, the term of the 24 committee members is also 6 years and
the committee is replaced by one-third in every two years. All NSB members are the outstanding
persons from industry and universities, with broad background of knowledge; they include famous
scientists in engineering and fundamental research, and also experts in public affairs, education and
social science. NSB holds six meetings every year to consider the budget of NSF, awards and
projects, and to give a series of schemes for scientific policy analysis. Working in NSB is only a
part-time position for the members, and they have other full-time positions as well.

As a top scientist who has succeeded in balancing both scientific research and administration,
Zare has many unique suggestions for the scientists who are in similar situations. He told, we do
need to keep alert to the problems such as “cronyism”, and sometimes personal and public interests
conflict with each other. But from his experience, some administrative people also have excellent
research achievements at the same time. He said, “l am honored to consider myself to be one of
them.”

Zare thinks that, when the personal and public interests have conflicts, one must publicize the
situation in time and be very careful when handling such cases; then the problems can be solved,
because the bottom line is a problem of responsibility. The media can play their role of supervision
and help prevent the abuse of power.



Zare said: “I resolutely oppose the way of being across-the-board, which is prohibiting the
scientists in administration to apply for research funding. In fact, being knowledgeable and active in
scientific research is very helpful for one’s administrative work. Unfortunately, | feel that there are
too few such people in the US.”

FIND ACOMPETITOR FOR NSFC

“Being transparent and open is the best way to prevent corruption. Contracts behind door must
have problems.” Zare said without hesitation when talking about how to prevent academic
corruptions. “This is not only for the scientist in administration, but also the same for other
scientists. For example, in the US, if a professor is doing consulting for a company or starts a
business, he must let the university and all the people in his research lab know. If the professor
hides things and is found by the students, the students will feel being exploited. This is
unacceptable.”

The principle of transparency and openness should also be throughout the whole process of
research funding allocation. Zare said: “To some extent, corruption happens to the government
funding allocation in every country. To my observation, NSFC has done very well and has a good
reputation among the Chinese scientists. It is mainly because they rely on the review opinions from
outside experts and the reviewing process is open and fair. But China may not do the same well in
other places; some administrative officers have too much power to influence the distribution. As a
result, many project applications are just a show, and the funding is only given to those who have
connections.” Zare feels that it is very harmful to China’s short-term and long-term development of
science. Thus the way of NSFC is a great model for other departments in China to learn. Moreover,
Zare suggested that China could set up another funding-allocation agency to compete with NSFC,
similar to NIH in the US. Zare explained, on surface, such competition seemed to decrease the
funding source of NSFC, but the truth was the opposite. In a joint appeal and lobbying by more
people, the government will pay more attention to investing scientific research. Thus, the ideal
relation between NSFC and this new agency is both competitive and cooperative.

When talking about the origin of academic misconduct, Zare mentioned, NSF in the US
established a position called General Inspector to specifically handle such problems. He directly
reports to the NSB instead of the Chair of NSF. Zare said that General Inspector Office is not
original to NSF; in fact, all the governmental departments in the US have such offices, whose duty
is to ensure that federal funds are not abused. At the same time, the NSB also established an Audit
and Oversight Committee, whose duty is inspecting the General Inspector Office. Zare once served
as the chair of this committee. Zare said: “people are humans, and humans all have weaknesses.”
Only a sound mechanism can restrict people’s weaknesses. Zare stated: “Actually, there were many
unpleasant affairs happened in the circle of American scientists. |1 was the Chair of the Audit and
Oversight Committee for a few years and encountered a number of such cases. For example,
proposal referees plagiarize the ideas of the applicants, or the research funds are spent on vacation.”
Zare said: “I do not know whether there is such a mechanism in NSFC; it not, | suggest to establish
one.”

“ALLOW SCIENTISTS TO PLAY”

When talking about the term of tolerance to failures in the amendment of the Law of Science
and Technology Development which is widely debated among Chinese scientists, Zare said, this



argument was actually easy to settle. “The origin of the problem is still whether the funding is
distributed in an open and fair way, whether the funding is really given to the most competitive
research groups. If yes, then there will not be such a question of whether failure should be
tolerated.”

In his eyes, scientific research activities are always accompanied with failures; high-rewarding
original projects inevitably have more risk of failure. In 2005, when receiving his honorary Doctoral
degree in University of Paul Sabatier at Toulouse of France, Zare delivered a famous speech titled
“the Virtue of Failure”. He pointed out: “Innovative research is a mix of many failures and very few
successes. Real research is a comedy of errors in which one thing goes wrong after another. To
paraphrase Winston Churchill, research progress consists of staggering from one failure to the next
with undiminished enthusiasm. If research is truly innovative, then little can be predicted ahead of
time about what will happen and what will be found out. Innovative research is not an activity of
filling in the blanks in some form or extending the boundaries of well-established knowledge. Such
activity also has its place, but I do not call it innovative.”

Zare said, along with the enhancement of China’s national strength and increase of investment
in scientific research, the number of papers in international academic journals published by Chinese
scientists increased rapidly. However, the increase of those with wide impacts is not proportional to
the total number. China’s innovation capability still needs to be enhanced.

Zare also said, according to his experience, committees composed of experts are less likely to
take responsibility than individual scientists. If decisions are totally made by vote, those will be
passed are only the projects that are probably or certainly going to work. But the history of science
development tells us: critical breakthroughs in science are only achieved by taking certain risks.

Then how to promote innovation? With smile, he said: “Allow scientists to play, treat them like
kids. | was often asked this question when | was in Japan. Each time | answered in this way. They
all said: “No joking. Please be serious.” But | was seriously speaking. Just allow scientists to play, to
explore this wonderful world freely. Let them decide their own research direction by their interests
and do not preset their tasks. Many “useless” researches, such as astronomy, will finally bring the
world dramatic changes.”

MORE TO READ
BRIEF INTRODUCTION OF RICHARD ZARE

As a leading scientist in physical and analytical chemistry in the world, Zare is one of the first
successful scientists in utilizing laser to investigate chemical reactions. In recent years he achieved
great success in ultra-micro analytical chemistry. His research helps analytical chemistry become
precise science. Professor Zare has published more than 700 papers by his own or co-authored with
other people. He also wrote 4 books, and has more than 50 patents.

Professor Zare was born in 1939, in Cleveland, Ohio, USA. In 1961, he got his bachelor’s
degree in chemistry and physics from Harvard University and Ph. D. degree in chemical physics
from Harvard University in 1964. He attained numerous awards, among which the Wolf Prize in
chemistry he won in 2005 is very special. Wolf Prize is one of the most prestigious international
awards for multiple scientific fields. It was established by the Israeli Congress in 1976 with the first
award given in 1978. It has six categories: mathematics, physics, chemistry, medicine, agriculture
and art. Chinese scientists Jianxiong Wu, Xingshen Chen and Longping Yuan all earned this award.



However, Zare’s influence is absolutely not limited in the academic field. Having social
networks, Zare was appointed many positions for administrating scientific research. He served as a
member of NSB from 1992 to 1998, and the Chair of NSB from 1996 to 1998, during which he led
a delegate to visit NSFC. From 1997 to 2000 Zare was the Chair of Committee of President
National Science Award. Because of his great contribution to the administration of scientific
research in the US, Zare was awarded Distinguished Contribution Award of NSB in 1998.





