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Dear Taxpayers,  

As a practicing physician and a two-time cancer survivor, I have a very personal appreciation for the 
benefits of scientific research.  Investing in innovation and discovery can transform and improve our 
lives, advance our understanding of the world, and create meaningful new jobs.     

We are all concerned about America falling behind the rest of the world in math and science.  As a 
result, numerous departments and agencies throughout the federal government spend tens of billions 
of dollars every year to support these fields.  At least 15 federal departments, 72 sub-agencies, and 12 
independent agencies currently fund research and development.  With a $6.9 billion annual budget, 
ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ όb{Cύ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊ ōǊƻŀŘ-based scientific research agency.  
NSF is the major source of federal backing in mathematics and computer sciences and spends billions 
more in important fields such as engineering, biology, physics, and technology.      

¢ƘŜ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ b{C ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ōȅ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ Ϸм ōƛƭƭƛƻƴτa 13 
percent increaseτa significant increase at a time of record deficits.  In 2007 and 2010, Congress 
overwhelmingly passed and reauthorized the America COMPETES Act (Public Law 110-69) which would 
double NSF funding over seven years.  This dramatic increase in spending passed with little debate or 
dissent.   

The theory in Washington all too often tends to be if you throw enough money at a problem, you can 
ǎƻƭǾŜ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ  But when Congress commits the nation to significant increases in 
spending, Congress owes it to the U.S. taxpayers to pay careful attention to how those dollars are 
being spent.  

This report is the first comprehensive overview of NSF.  It examines the management of the agency, 
recognizes many of its accomplishments and successes, identifies some areas for improvements, and 
questions some of its priorities and funding decisions. 

The good news for taxpayers is there is no question NSF has contributed significantly to scientific 
discovery.   

The bad news is a significant percentage of your money is going to what most Americans will consider 
fraud, waste and abuse, and there are many areas where NSF could contribute far more with better 
management and smarter targeting of resources.  

This report identifies over $3 billion in mismanagement at NSF.  This includes tens of millions of dollars 
spent on questionable studies, excessive amounts of expired funds that have not been returned to the 
Treasury, inadequate contracting practices that unnecessarily increase costs, and a lack of metrics to 
demonstrate results.  !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ƛǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ 
duplicating missions performed by other government agencies and a number of NSF officials and 
grantees have been caught engaging in inappropriate behaviors, but face little or no consequences.   
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Very few of the proposals submitted for NSF financial support represented transformative scientific 
research according to most grant reviewers surveyed.  Taxpayers may also question the value of many 
of the projects NSF actually chose to fund, such as:  Iƻǿ ǘƻ ǊƛŘŜ ŀ ōƛƪŜΤ ²ƘŜƴ ŘƛŘ ŘƻƎǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ 
best friend; If political views are genetically pre-determined; How to improve the quality of wine; Do 
boys like to play with trucks and girls like to play with dolls; How rumors get started; If parents choose 
trendy baby names; How much housework does a husband create for a wife; and When is the best 
time to buy a ticket to a sold out sporting event. 

There is little, if any, obvious scientific benefit to some NSF projects, such as a YouTube rap video, a 
review of event ticket prices on stubhub.comΣ ŀ άǊƻōƻǘ ƘƻŜŘƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ǊƻŘŜƻΣέ ƻǊ ŀ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ мфспκср bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ CŀƛǊΦ 

And only politicians appear to benefit from other NSF studies, such as research on what motivates 
individuals to make political donations, how politicians can benefit from Internet town halls, the 
impact of YouTube on the 2008 U.S. elections, and how politicians use the Internet. 

While taxpayers support investing in science, most would likely question the merits of these projects.  
Who would disagree the dollars spent on these efforts could not have been better targeted identifying 
more efficient, renewable fuels, developing the next generation of computers, creating new antibiotics 
for resistant bacteria, ƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŘŜōǘΚ  

As part of my commitment to conduct better oversight on how Washington spends your money, this 
NSF report is the latest in a series of oversight reports.  At a time when the U.S. is being both 
challenged as the world's scientific and technological leader and threatened by a nearly 
insurmountable $14 trillion debt, we must learn to do more with less.  This report demonstrates how 
NSF can do both.  I hope NSF and the scientific community will welcome this oversight and offer 
ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 
reduce wasteful spending.  
 
I would encourage you to visit my website, www.coburn.senate.gov to read additional oversight 
reports highlighting abuse and mismanagement of your tax dollars.  I also invite you to join me in the 
fight to hold the federal government accountable by sending tips 
(http://coburn.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/submit-a-tip) to me about wasteful government spending 
in your city, town, and state.   

 
Sincerely, 

         
         

 
 

Tom Coburn, M.D. 
        United States Senator  

http://www.coburn.senate.gov/
http://coburn.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/submit-a-tip
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Executive Summary 

 
With an annual budget of $6.9 billion, the National Science 
Foundation (NSF), funds approximately 20 percent of all 
federally-supported basic research conducted by United 
States colleges and universities and 60 percent of all non-
biomedical life science research.1      

Like the President and others, I am concerned that America 
is losing an edge in science, math, engineering, and 
technology.2  Increasing NSF funding is seen as a magic 
bullet needed to bolster our economy, preserve our 
national security, and educate our youth.  As such, the 
agency has enjoyed strong bipartisan support and annually 
increasing budgets.  The President identified basic research 
ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǇƛƭƭŀǊǎ ƻŦ άǿƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜέ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ 
annual State of the Union address.    

Spending more money alonŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ 
success in science.  We need to target the money we spend 
wisely to realize meaningful scientific discoveries and 
advances.  This report takes a closer look at whether or not 
NSF is succeeding with this goal.  

The National Science Foundation: Under the Microscope 
reveals NSF grants fund wasteful and controversial 
projectsτmany of which have limited scientific benefit.  
!ƴ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ƎǊŀƴǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 
uncovers deficiencies in oversight and potential criminal 
uses of taxpayer fundsτŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ Řƻǳōǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ 
ability to effectively manage its grants and fully leverage 
proposed budget increases.  Finally, a broader look at 
federal science funding shows that the work of NSF is often 
duplicative of other federal agencies. 

The consensus surrounding the importance of NSF is 
precisely why it is essential to increase and enhance oversight over agency expenditures.  Taxpayers 
should question whether their science dollars are buying the research that NSF promises.   

The National Science Foundation wastes millions of dollars on wasteful projects.  Among the grant-
funding highlighted in this report: 

Key Findings of this Report 
 

× NSF has an important 
mission and contributes to 
meaningful scientific 
discovery, but there are 
pervasive problems at the 
agency. 
 

× NSF lacks adequate 
oversight of its grant 
funding, which has led to 
mismanagement, fraud, 
and abuse and lack of 
knowledge regarding 
research outcomes. 

 
× NSF is prone to extensive 

duplication within the 
agency and across the 
federal government. 

 
× NSF wastes millions of 

dollars on low-priority 
projects. 
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¶ Study suggesting playing FarmVille on Facebook helps adults develop and maintain 
relationships (p.25);  

¶ An analysis of how quickly parents respond to trendy baby names (p.25); 

¶ ! ƎǊŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎƻƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŀǇ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άaƻƴŜȅ п 5ǊǳƎȊΣέ ŀƴŘ ŀ 
misleading song titled ά.ƛƻƎŀǎ ƛǎ ŀ DŀǎΣ DŀǎΣ Dŀǎέ (p.26); 

¶ Study on why the same teams always seem to be dominating March Madness (p.27); 

¶ Millions of dollars to figure out that people who often post pictures on the internet from the 
same location at the same time are usually friends (p.28); and 

¶ A study on whether online dating site users are racist in their dating habits (p.28). 

NSF lacks adequate oversight of its grant funding, which has led to significant mismanagement, 
fraud, and abuse.   LƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǳŘƛǘǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳƛŎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ƎǊŀƴǘ 
administration, financial controls, and overall stewardship of scientific research dollars.  
Mismanagement has led to hundreds of millions of dollars lost to ineffective contracting.  Among the 
fraudulent and inappropriate expenditures highlighted in this report: 

¶ 47 joint trips to the tune of $144,152 for a pair of romantically involved NSF employees (p.17);  

¶ Bowling and amusement park trips using research funds (p.19);  

¶ Pervasive porn-surfing by NSF employees (p.15); 

¶ Millions spent on alcohol and unrelated costs (p.18); and 
 
b{CΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŦŀŎŜǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŘǳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƘŀƭlenges, both within the agency and across the federal 
government.   NSF is one of at least 15 federal departments, 72 sub-agencies, and 12 independent 
agencies engaged in federal research and development.3   An NSF-led analysis of the federal research 
budget explains that the federal government hasΣ άмт ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ώǘƘŀǘϐ ƘŀǾŜ мт ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ Řŀǘŀ 
ǎƛƭƻǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǊǎΣ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ƳŜǘǊƛŎǎΦέ4 
 
A dollar lost to mismanagement, fraud, inefficiency, or a dumb project is a dollar that could have 
advanced scientific discovery.  This report alone documents at least $65 million in wasteful spending 
on low-priority projects, $19 million lost to fraud, $1.2 billion in duplication, and $1.9 billion in other 
forms of mismanagement.  Altogether this report identifies over $3 billion lost to waste, fraud, 
duplication and mismanagement.  
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Background 

The National Science Foundation (NSF) is an independent federal agency created by the National 
Science Foundation Act of 1950.5  {ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ b{CΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ άǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΤ ǘƻ 
advance the national health, prosperity and welfare; and to secure the 
ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜŦŜƴǎŜΦέ6  

As an independent federal agency, NSF operates independently of any 
other agency and ƻƴƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ b{CΨǎ 
director is appointed by the President and confirmed by the Senate to a 
six-ȅŜŀǊ ǘŜǊƳΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ нп-member 
National Science Board that meets six times per year.  Currently, NSF 
has about 2,100 employees at its Arlington, Virginia headquarters and 
is divided into seven directorates supporting science research and 
education.7 

NSF was started as part of the effort to Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŦǊƻƴǘ-runner in the field of 
scientific development. Following World War II, scientists and academics called for the creation of a 
single government agency to conduct and fund basic science.8  In 1945, a government-commissioned 
ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ά{ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ς ¢ƘŜ 9ƴŘƭŜǎǎ CǊƻƴǘƛŜǊΣέ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴg a single federal agency for 
scientific research.9  The National Science Foundation Act of 1950 was passed amid debate over many 
key issues that still remain pertinent today, including basic versus applied research, the inclusion of the 
social sciences, and potential for duplication.10  

By the time NSF was established, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) had already become the 
dominant medical research agency, and the now-defunct U.S. Atomic Energy Commission was 
conducting extensive nuclear and physics research.  Soon after, the creation of the National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) and the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency 
(DARPA) dominated the research fields of space and defense-related activities.11  Today, at least 15 

federal departments, 72 sub-agencies, and 12 independent 
agencies (including NSF) are engaged in federal research and 
development.12 

NSF did not become the single, primary scientific research agency 
originally conceived, but NSF often boasts that it is the only federal 
agency with a mandate to support all non-medical fields of 
research.13 This broad mandate lends the agency to be more 
susceptible to program and project duplication with the work of 
more specialized agencies.  Nonetheless, NSF has continually 

expanded its research portfolioτparticularly in the social and behavioral sciences, engineering, and 
support for math and science education.14  

άΧb{C ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ 

independently of any 

other agency and only 

under the eye of the 

tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΦέ 

ά!ǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ мр ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ 
departments, 72 sub-agencies, 
and 12 independent agencies 
(including NSF) are engaged in 

federal research and 
development. 
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Transformative Research Funded by NSF 

Much of this report focuses on questionable NSF expenditures.   The agency as a whole, however, 
funds many scientific proposals that provide real benefits to American society.  This year, the NSF 
celebrated its 60th anniversary.  NSF has detailed many of the major accomplishments of the last 60 
years and current investments in potentially transformative research.  Much of this research is worthy 
of taxpayer investment. 
 
The potential for scientific breakthroughs is undermined by misplaced priorities and poor use of scarce 
research dollars.   The following are just a handful of worthwhile investments by the National Science 
Foundation: 
 
The Internet.  NSF makes the claim that Internet technology began 
with government-ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ b{CΩǎ 
άb{Cb9¢Φέ  ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ άōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘ-1980s, primary financial 
support oŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ōȅ b{CΦέ15   
 
Cloud Computing.  In 2007, NSF partnered with IBM and Google to 
provide computer science students with the necessary skills to 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ άŎƭƻǳŘ ŎƻƳǇǳǘƛƴƎέ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ  Cloud computing is Internet-basedτrather than 
hardware computingτthat allows shared resources, software, and information provided 
to computers and other devices on demand, in a manner similar to an electricity grid.  NSF created the 
Cluster Exploratory Initiative in 2008 to provide researchers access to software and services on the 
Google-IBM cluster. 16

    
 

Bar Codes. NSF funding played a key role in the development of bar 
codes. In the 1970s, NSF helped fund bar-code research άto perfect the 
accuracy of the scanners that read bar codes.έ  In the 1990s, computer 
vision research conducted at the State University of New York-Stony 

Brook led to advances in the science of bar-code readers. 17 
 
Magnetic Resonance Imaging.  NSF-supported research άled to the developmentέ of MRI technology, 
now widely used in hospitals to detect tumors and internal tissue damage in patients and to investigate 
differences in brain tissue. 18   
 
Buckyballs.  Developed in 1985 by NSF researchers, buckyballs are a form of 
άcarbon-composed clustersέ bonded in a polyhedral that have similarities to 
the surface of a soccer ball.  Buckyballs can help to diagnose, treat and 
prevent serious diseases and have other applications.  NSF also suggests their 
structure holds the potential to create everything from more efficient solar 
cells to coatings for furniture and other surfaces.19 
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Vision Care.  NSF has supported the development of retinal implant 
research, which could impact 6 million Americans who have retinal 
degenerative diseases.  The Engineering Research Center at the 
University ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀ ƛǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ άǊŜǘƛƴŀƭ ǇǊƻǎǘƘŜǎƛǎΦέ  The 
prosthesis would potentially include a camera that would transmit 
images to a computer chip connected to tissue άin the back of the eye, or 
the retina, and then transmits the signals to the brain.έ  Initial research 
has allowed ǎƻƳŜ άpatients who had not seen light to see light and to 
make out some shapes and sizes.έ 20  
 

These projects provide a contrast to the wasteful and frivolous research projects highlighted in this 
reportτand show the consequences of using limited dollars on low-priority grants.     These projects 
represent good examples transformative science that will change our understanding of important 
scientific concepts.  These research efforts are important scientific ideas that transcend the whims of 
individual researchers or federal government bureaucrats.  And these investments were appropriate 
expenditures of federal funds.   

Real, transformative research should be the standard for all NSF supported projects.  Recognizing that 
all scientific endeavors do not result in the intended outcome, NSF investments can advance 
knowledge and in many cases improve the human condition rather than simply satisfying the random 
curiosities of some researchers. 
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Mismanagement of Taxpayer Funds 

Mismanagement of scarce scientific research dollars directly diminishes the scientific return to 
taxpayers and the country.   Unfortunately, tens of millions of dollars are lost each year to waste, 
fraud, abuse and mismanagement.  
 
Poor Grant Administration Leaves $1.7 Billion in 
Limbo.  According to the National Science 
CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ нлмл ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ 
agency currently has $1.733 billion in 
άǳƴŘƛǎōǳǊǎŜŘ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŜȄǇƛǊŜŘ ƎǊŀƴǘ 
ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΦέ21  Agency policy is to close out grant 
awards on the award expiration date.  One 
quarter later, any un-liquidated funds are to be 
de-obligated. 22  NSF then identifies funding to be 
returned to the Treasury from any cancelled 
appropriations.   In 2010, NSF returned $33.68 
million to the United States Treasury, while the 
agency sits on $1.7 billion in undisbursed, expired 
funding.   The account has steadily grown from 
$1.53 billion in 2008 and 1.66 billion in 2009.23 
 
The total amount of undisbursed balances in expired grants calls into question the proposed $1 billion 
ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴ 
emphasis on closing out expired grants and returning unused funds to the United States Treasury 
raises question about the overall fiscal management of the agency.   
 
The Government Accountability Office (GAO), which conducted a government-wide review of 
unexpended grants, concluded that closeout procedures ensure grantees have met all financial 
requirements, provided final reports, and that unused funds are deobligated.  The audits generally 
ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀŎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀǿŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΩ ƎǊŀƴǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 
closeouts as a low management priority, inconsistent closeout procedures, poorly timed 
communications with grantees, ƻǊ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻǊ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘΦέ24 
 
ά¢ƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǳƴǎǇŜƴǘ ŦǳƴŘǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘƛƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǿŀȅǎΣ 
such as leaving projects incomplete, preventing the reallocation of scarce resources to address other 
needs, or making federal funds more susceptible to improper spending or accounting as monitoring 
ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣέ D!h ŦƻǳƴŘΦ25 
 
The $1.7 billion of NSF funds that remain in limbo means, in practical terms, less money for research 
and contributes to our already excessive debt problem.  
 
Poor Contracting Practices.   {ŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ 
ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ άƘƛƎƘ-ǊƛǎƪΦέ 26   In 2010, the NSF spent $422 million for 

$1.7 billion in undisbursed, expired grants calls into 
question the proposed $1 billion increase for the 

agency ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘ 



Under the Microscope 

 

 

 
11 

contracts, $283 million of which went to contracts known as 
άŎƻǎǘ ǊŜƛƳōǳǊǎŜƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘǎΦέ  These contracts are paid 
άǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘΦέ 27   
 
Over 70 percent of these fundsτ$204 millionτwere for 
contracts permitting advance payments to three specific 
recipients.28   NSF found that none of these three contractors 
had an approved disclosure statementτprecluding the agency 
from being able to identify and document actual costs.   The IG 
ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άώƎϐƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛǘ ŜȄǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ 
these contracts, the risk of fraud, waste, and abuse by NSF 
contractors will continue to be high until NSF implements fully 
ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎΦέ29  
 
b{C ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴŎȅ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎέ ƛƴ 
the budgets of large Major Research Equipment and Facilities 
Construction projects to protect against cost overruns.  A recent 
audit of two projects revealed more than $169 million of 
unallowable contingency costs, comprising 25 percent of the 
combined award amounts, which totaled $684 million.   The IG 
expƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άƴƻ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ 
ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘǊŀǿƴ Řƻǿƴ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜΦέ30 
 
Lack of Accountability.  The Office of Inspector General (IG) reports semiannually on the top 
management challenges confronting the agency.   Managing and administering grants remains a top 
challenge in 2011.31    

 
 {ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ LD ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ά9ƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǾŜǊǎƛƎƘǘ 
throughout the life cycle of an award continues to be an 
ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΦ  tǊƛƻǊ LD ŀǳŘƛǘǎ ƻŦ b{CΩǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ƙave 
indicated that NSF needs to continue to improve its grant 
ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀǿŀǊŘŜŜǎΩ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 
accountability, programmatic performance, and compliance with 
ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ b{C ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΦέ  ¢ƘŜ LD ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘat 
the agency performed 20 percent fewer site visits for its Award 
Monitoring and Business Assistance Program site visits than it had 
planned.32    
 
Past audits indicate that significant numbers of NSF-supported 
researchers fail to submit final and annual reports on the progress of 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΦ   ! нллр ŀǳŘƛǘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ά[a]pproximately 47 percent 
of the 151,000 final and annual project reports required in the past 5 
ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘ ƭŀǘŜ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦέ33  The end result could be 

Audits of NSFôs troubling 

contracting practices revealed 

$169 million in unallowable costs 

within just two contractsð25 

percent of the contract amounts 

Almost ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ b{CΩǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ 
final or annual project reports 
are submitted late or not at all  
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that the agency and the scientific community, άmay not be fully informed about the results of the 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦǳƴŘŜŘΦέ34 
 
The report continues, άώo]f the 43,000 final project 
reports, 8 percent were never submitted, and 53 
percent were submitted, on average, 5 months late. 
Of 108,000 annual project reports required, 42 
percent wŜǊŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘΦέ36 
 
The same report found that although NSF has a 
policy that prohibits researchers who have not 
submitted final project reports in the past from 
receiving new awards, there were 74 instances out of 
571 over the five year period in which delinquent 
researchers received new funding. 37   

 
The report sums up the key issue: άbecause of 
missing or late project reports, NSF management, the 
National Science Board, N{CΩǎ ŀŘǾƛǎƻǊȅ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜǎΣ 
and the scientific community may not be fully 
informed about the results of the research funded by 
b{CΦ  ¢ǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ b{CΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛǎ 
essential to setting future research policy and 
strategic direction, and ensuring that the research 
ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΦέ39   

 
When asked if things have gotten better, the agency 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άb{C ǊŜŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊŜŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 
processes and implemented system changes as part 
ƻŦ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣέ40 which allowed the agency to close 
ǘƘŜ LDΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘΦ   ¢ƘŜ 
IG, however, believes that grant oversight remains as 
an ongoing management challenge at NSF.41 
 
Limited and Ineffective Program Metrics.  A former Director of the White House Office of Science and 
Technology Policy, John Marburger, has said that we have no reliable metrics on our research 
ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘΦ  IŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ άƛǘ is well to keep in mind how primitive the framework is that we use to 
ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƛƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΦέ42   
 
A prominent science policy analyst, Daniel Sarewitz, recently wrote a critique of civilian federal 
research efforts.43  άCƻǊ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ 5h5Ωs legacy of innovation and economic growth concealed 
weaknesses in the civilian agencies, which is why so many people still believe that putting more money 
ƛƴǘƻ ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŀŎŜŀ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ŀƛƭǎ ¦Φ{Φ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΦέ  ¢ƘŜ b{C ŀƴŘ 

Final Project Report Data, By Directorate35 
 

Directorate Percent 
On 
Time  

Percent 
Late  

Percent 
Missing  

Percent 
Late 
and 
Missing  

Biological Sciences  33 53 14  67 

Computer and 
Information 
Science and 
Engineering  37 56 7  63 

Education and 
Human Resources  37 49 14  63 

Engineering  48 46 7  52 

Geosciences  38 57 5  62 

Math and Physical 
Sciences  41 52 7  59 

Office of the 
Director  38 57 5  62 

Social, Behavioral, 
and Economic 
Sciences  33 57 10  67  

Annual Project Report Data, By Directorate38 
 

Directorate  Percent not received  

Biological Sciences  39 

Computer and Information 
Science and Engineering  

34 

Education and Human 
Resources  

44 

Engineering  49 

Geosciences  46 

Math and Physical 
Sciences  

31 

Office of the Director  34 

Social, Behavioral, and 
Economic Sciences 

68 
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ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƭŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ άŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣέ 
Sarewitz said. 44 
 
Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ άthis worthy 
goal carries an uncomfortable implication: that the nation's civilian research and development 
enterprise had been built on a foundation of hidden assumptions and unsubstantiated claims.  That 
ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜΦέ45 
 
ά¢ƘŜ ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΧŀǊŜ ƛƭƭ-structured to create and sustain essential links between 
knowledge generation, technological innovation and desired social outcomŜǎΣέ ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎΦ  ά¢ƘŜ 
United States must transform its science enterprise to enhance links between research and its 
ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΦέ46 
 
A recent report co-authored by a NSF science 
policy program director, echoed this concern by 
detailing ŀ άƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦέ47  The 
report details how the federal government 
focuses on program administration rather than 
the actual research results.  The authors argue 
ǘƘŀǘΣ άǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻƴ ŀǿŀǊŘǎΣ 
which are not the appropriate unit of behavioral 
analysis.   Awards are the intervention of interest; 
it is the activities of the scientists that receive the 
ŀǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘΦέ48 
 
The report highlights the potential of the STAR 
METRICS (Science and Technology for America's 
Reinvestment:  Measuring the Effects of Research 
on Innovation, Competitiveness, and Science) 
data system. STAR METRICS began as a pilot project twenty-five years ago as a joint effort between 
many of the federal scientific research agencies and some academic institutions.  STAR METRICS could 
ōŜ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ b{CΩǎ ƎǊŀƴǘ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ management challenges.  One of 
ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƻ άǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛȊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ 
awards as welƭ ŀǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΦέ49 
 
Despite its existence for a quarter of a century, the NSF and the National Institutes of Health have been 
ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛȊƛƴƎ ŀ Ϸм Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ Ƨƻƛƴǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {¢!w a9¢wL/{ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ άŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊέ ƻŦ 
federal support.50  NSF and NIH spend a combined $38 billion annually, necessitating a far greater 
investment in programmatic accountability and oversight.  

¢ƘŜ άŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƘŀǎŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƛƳǇŀŎt of federal science 
spending, started as the administration documented the number of jobs associated with the $3 billion 
NSF received in 2009 through the economic stimulus bill.  The more important measures of success will 

b{CΩǎ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ tƻƭƛŎȅ tǊƻƎǊŀƳ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊŜŘ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŀ άƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴ 

ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦέ 
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be documented in the second phase of STAR METRICS, which will also measure economic growth, 
scientific knowledge, and social outcomes.51 

NSF Flying High with First-Class Junkets.  
Almost $35 million in NSF grants included 
funding for conferences and related travel in 
2008. 52 The $35 million paid for 932 
conferences and 2,246 related employee travel 
events.  The travel budget to send NSF staff to 
these conferences was more than $3 million.53    
 
According to a recent report, NSF books 23,000 
airline tickets and spends $16 million total on 
air travel each year.54  The Office of 
Management and Budget has asked NSF to 
reduce its travel budget by $3 million. 55   
 
The NSF Office of Inspector General (IG) has 
also raised similar concerns about b{CΩǎ 
Independent Research/Development (IRD) 
program.  The IRD program allows scientists 

while working at NSF, to stay involved in their own research by paying for their travel to and from their 
home institution or other institutions, as well as attend domestic and international conferences.56   
 
Allison Lerner, the NSF Inspector General found a lack of oversight and potential for fraud in this area: 
άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ Lw5 ōǳŘƎŜǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƴƻ ŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴǘ ǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ b{C 
managers to compare actual IRD expenditures to plans or budgets, or assess the use of IRD travel 
across the FounŘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊŀǘŜǎ ƻǊ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎΦέ   {ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΣ άLƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǿŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ b{C 
could not tell, without substantial effort, how much it spent annually on IRD travel, or how much time 
b{C ώŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎϐΧ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǿƻǊƪΦέ57   
 
TƘŜ LD άŦound that some participants used IRD funds for trips and conferences that were not 
referenced in their plans, some took more trips or longer trips than proposed, and others failed to 
provide sufficient detail on conference travel.  Some of the individuals in our sample used IRD funds for 
ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Lw5 ǇƭŀƴΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ǘƘŀƴ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘΦέ  ! ƳƻǊŜ 
extensive audit of the program is ongoing. 58    
 
Pricey Rent.   b{CΩǎ ƘŜŀŘǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ !ǊƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ǘŀȄpayers $39 per square foot, 
or $26 million annually.59  The agency is currently at the maximum price per square foot that OMB sets 
ŀǎ ŀ άǊŜƴǘ ŎŀǇέ ƛƴ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀΦ   b{CΩǎ ƭŜŀǎŜ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƛǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ 
making plans to lease or construct an entire new buildingτrequesting $45 million in 2012 just to 
customize and technology enhancements to their future headquarters.60   According to reports, the 
ha. Ƙŀǎ ŘŜƴƛŜŘ b{CΩǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǾŜ ha.Ωǎ ǊŜƴǘ ŎŀǇ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀǎŜ сфлΣллл square feet for 
$41 per square footτ$28 million in annual rent.61    

NSF could not tell without substantial effort how 
much it spent on a program to allow employees 
to engage in personal researchτor even how 

much time employees spent on such work 
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According to documents, among the reasons NSF is looking to move from its Ballston, Virginia 
headquarters is the desire to become more environmentally friendly and create a larger lobby and 
space for a museum and an auditorium.62 Some might find it interesting to note, then, that the NSF 
currently owns 375 vehicles, including 52 sports utility vehicles.63   
 
Scientists Gone Wild at NSF.  Investigative news reports found that some employees at NSF were 
spending more time viewing pornography than doing their jobs.64  The porn viewing was so pervasive 

that the cases overwhelmed the agency's IG and undermined 
ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŎƘŘƻƎΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳƛǎǎǇŜƴǘ ŦǳƴŘǎ ƻǊ 
fraudulent activities.65 
 
One senior executive spent at least 331 days looking 
at pornography on his government computer and 
chatting online with nude or partially clad womenτ
costing the taxpayers between $13,800 and 
$58,000.66  When caught, the NSF official retired but 
defended himself by suggesting he visited the porn 
sites to provide a living to poor overseas women. The 

senior executive explained άthat these young women are from poor countries and need to 
ƳŀƪŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛǘŜ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƘŜƳ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦέ67 
 

b{CΩǎ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀ ƘŜŀŘǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ǇǊƛŎŜ ǇŜǊ 
square foot, yet the agency is looking for new headquarters that will 

exceed the rent cap.   
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Of the 10 employee misconduct cases during the year, seven were for viewing online pornography. 68  
²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ LD ǿŀǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘo provide an estimate of how much money taxpayers may have lost 
because of diverted investigative dollars, the IG was unable to provide an estimate.  According to 
congressional reports, the IG had collected just $2 million in misspent funds the previous year.69   

Party at the South Pole?  In their spare time NSF employees have been jello-wrestling in Antarctica at 
the NSF research station McMurdo station (picture is taken from the event).70  

NSF spends $451 million annually through 
its Office of Polar Programs to support 
research efforts in Antarctica and the 
Arctic.71   

The organizer of the jello-wrestling event 
was fired for the offense.  In an email he 
sent to the entire staff after his dismissal, 
he is reported to have referred to NSF as 
άŦǳƴ ƴŀȊƛǎΣέ ŀƴŘ Ŏlaimed that he was 
άǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƘŀǊƳƭŜǎǎ ƧŜƭƭƻ 
ǿǊŜǎǘƭƛƴƎΦέ72 
 
In the email, he also mentioned that many 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ άtƻƭŀǊ tƭǳƴƎŜΣέ ŀ ǎƪƛƴƴȅ-
dipping excursion, just hours before the 
jello event.  He mentioned the plunge άƘŀŘ 
plenty of nudity ōǳǘ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ Ǝƻǘ ŦƛǊŜŘ ƻǊ ǊŜǇǊƛƳŀƴŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΗέ73  News reports indicate that the 
entire staff at the base was lectured on their moral failure, citing activities involving nudity.74 

Actual picture of jello-wrestling at the NSF-funded 
McMurdo station.  The organizer of the event was fired 

ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƘŀǊƳƭŜǎǎ ƧŜƭƭƻ ǿǊŜǎǘƭƛƴƎΦέ 
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Cheating Taxpayers out of Science Funding 

Pervasive mismanagement often manifests itself in not only wasteful expenditures but in willful misuse 
of taxpayer funds.  Fraudulent uses of NSF dollars cheat taxpayers, and science, out of important 
resources.   

Unfortunately, scores of individuals, companies, and even institutions have misspent NSF funds on 
fraudulent activities.   Poor grant administration, in particular, leads to inappropriate uses of awards 
made by the NSF to individual grantees.   Investigators have uncovered a myriad of fraudulent uses of 
NSF awards, ranging from romantic trysts to bowling and amusement park trips.  The following 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ōȅ b{CΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ LƴǎǇŜŎǘƻǊ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ όIG) over the last two years:   

Two romantically involved NSF employees go on 47 get-a-ǿŀȅǎ ƻƴ b{CΩǎ ŘƛƳŜΦ  A senior manager at 
NSF went on 47 trips in a two and a half year period with a direct subordinate, at a total cost of 
$144,152 in NSF funds.75 The couple extended their business trips and unnecessarily traveled together 
in order to further their relationship.  AccƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ LD ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ άneither the supervisor nor his 
subordinate disclosed the nature of their relationship to any of the ADs [Assistant Directors]τ
explaining to investigators that they believed that if the ADs 
had known about the relationship, trips would have been 
ΨǎǉǳŀǎƘŜŘΩ ƻǊ ΨŎŀƴŎŜƭƭŜŘΦΩέ 76 The senior manager had a 
performance bonus taken away and both had performance 
reviews downgraded, but both remained at NSF.77 
 
Senior level NSF official took or extended taxpayer-funded 
trips totaling $11,283 for romantic liaisons with women in 
Paris, Tokyo, and Vancouver. 78  An NSF investigation 
uncovered inappropriate travel expenses by a NSF official άto facilitate his relationships with female 
companions, one of whom is an NSF employee.ò

 79   
 
For a trip to San Diego, messages ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘǊƛǇ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ŦƭƛƴƎΦ  άOrdinarily 
L ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŧƭȅ ƻǳǘ {ǳƴŘŀȅ ΦΦΦΦ ώƳϐȅ ǎƛǘŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ƛƴ {ŀƴ 5ƛŜƎƻ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ƻƴ {ǳƴŘŀȅ нфǘƘ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴΣέ ƘŜ 
ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΦ άL ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ŧƭȅ ƻǳǘ ŀ Řŀȅ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΦ ΦΦΦ ƛŦ ȅou want to come down that evening, stay 
ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŜŀƴΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪΦέ80   
 
The employee was also found to schedule speaking engagements based on potential romantic 
benefits.  When asked by investigators if it was appropriaǘŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ 
Vancouver in deciding whether to accept an invitation to speak at a workshop there, he responded, 
ά¸ŜŀƘΣ ǿƘȅ ƴƻǘΚέ81 
 
NSF did not fire the individual or reduce his pay.  They did rescind άǇǊŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǊȅ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭέ ŦƻǊ an award 
that would have provided him a $33,000 bonus, required him to return $1,215, prohibited him from 
engaging in any future NSF-funded international travel, and required approval by a superior for any 
NSF-funded domestic travel. 82    


