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Dear Ms. Blain,

I am writing as Chair of the Statistical Sciences Liaison committee, formed in July 2007 in response to the requests from NSERC for feedback on the ongoing reviews.  Our committee has membership from the Statistical Society of Canada, the National Program on Complex Data Structures, GSC 14, and the academic statistical science community.

This letter conveys the views of our committee, in response to the questions raised in your presentation on the International Review of the Discovery Grants Program.  

To what extent is the philosophy of the Discovery Grants program suited to the Canadian context and the country's needs for research results and highly qualified people (HQP)?

The philosophy of the Discovery Grants program has worked very well for statistical sciences research in Canada; it has given individual researchers flexibility in research programs and the ability to travel to national and international conferences, and to invite colleagues to their home university for joint research.  Even the larger statistics groups in Canada are relatively small, and without Discovery Grants we would all be more or less isolated.  It has also been extremely successful for new researchers, particularly when contrasted with the funding situation in the United States for new researchers.  In fact the DG program, along with twelve month academic salaries, has been one of our best recruiting tools.   In recent years opportunities for funding through project based research has enabled many statistical scientists to increase their funding to levels more nearly consistent with supporting a research group of undergraduate andgraduate students, postdoctoral fellows, but these funds are very often tied to specific timelines and research programs.  The DG program in contrast funds excellence of the researcher, and has enabled statistical science in Canada to be very competitive worldwide.  The DG program has been less successful in helping with the ongoing demand for HQP in statistical science, simply because the average grant size, and even the average large grant size, is too small to have much impact on the number of graduate students that can be supported.  We view this as a problem with the overall funding levels for science in Canada, and not a problem with the philosophy of the DG program.  A weakness of the DG program, related to the level of funding, but perhaps intrinsic to its philosophy to some extent, is the slow pace at which researchers moving into mid-career have been able to increase their funding.  Indeed in some cases outstanding researchers building very successful through promotions, awarding of fellowships, and so on, have had the discouraging result of having their grants increase very slowly or even in some dire years decreasing. 

What should be an appropriate balance between the following two objectives of the Discovery Grants program: “promoting and maintaining a diversified base of high-quality research capability in the natural sciences and engineering in Canadian universities” and “fostering research excellence?” 

The diversified base of high-quality research capacity in statistical sciences has been very valuable to the quality of statistical sciences in many ways.  In particular, Canada is noted for very strong undergraduate training in statistics, and many of our most successful internationally renowned researchers began their careers supported by summer undergraduate research funds.  These are still a very low-cost means to attract outstanding talent to the statistical sciences.  Statistical scientists are also often engaged in collaborative work with scientists in other disciplines, and it is sometimes the case that a relatively small amount of money can enable these collaborations to develop, by, for example, providing a statistics researcher with funds to attend a conference in a field outside her own, and to be thus better able to engage with her scientific collaborators.  The success rate for applications to the DG program is often quoted, usually with the implication that the success rate is too high to be able to foster research excellence, but this overlooks the fact that the DG program is the main source of research support and that only those researchers with well-developed proposals apply to the DG program.  

Statistical science has until very recently had few postdoctoral fellows, as the demand for university faculty has often meant that graduates start in tenure stream academic positions directly from the PhD program.  This means in particular that training of MSc and PhD students is carried out by faculty members, without the assistance of postdoctoral fellows.  And the small size of starting grants usually means that this supervision in undertaken by mid-career and senior researchers.  As a result many of our leading researchers are already supervising a relatively large number of students, even though many of these students are funded by mechanisms other than the supervisors’ Discovery grants.  This points to a need for increased funding, but not necessarily a reallocation of funding to the more senior researchers.  Another feature of statistical science is that excellence in the discipline typically develops with maturity in the discipline, to perhaps a greater extent than in many other sciences.  It is extremely difficult to predict where the major advances will be made, and by whom, and we have always felt that this argues for seeding research very broadly, particularly for those in early career stages.  

The system is perhaps overly conservative in decreasing funding at later career stages, but this could be encouraged by more flexible mechanisms within the current program.

To what extent is NSERC successful in supporting the best researchers at a world-class level through its full suite of programs?
Statistical science researchers with an industrial collaboration can take advantage of other NSERC programs in addition to the DG program, and can be funded at a world-class level.  The increase in funding opportunities through the Canada Research Chairs and CFI programs, the NCE programs, and the National Program on Complex Data Structures have also enabled funding levels for our leading researchers to become more competitive with colleagues at similar career levels in the US and Europe.  There are many opportunities in biostatistics for partnering on grant applications in the health and social sciences, although these tend to be very project-oriented.  The main gaps are in funding our best researchers in statistical science whose research program does not lend itself to a ‘matching funds’ model, and in funding new statistical methodological research to our leading biostatisticians.  

In the discipline or field of your membership, to what extent is the research supported through the Discovery Grants program having an impact on the international scene?

The research supported through the DG program has an enormous impact on the international scene.  Canadian researchers in statistical science have for many years been very well represented among international leaders and international honorees, far out of proportion to population size.  Canadian statistical collaborators in a wide range of substantive areas have also been well-recognized for their intellectual leadership.  But the breadth of the Canadian statistical science enterprise has also had an impact internationally, and it is perhaps this aspect that represents the most ‘value added’: a new approach to an inference question, a report on a collaboration in fisheries science, an innovative approach to analysis of a health-related data set; these myriad ‘small’ contributions add up to much more than the sum of their parts, and give Canadian statistical science  very strong international recognition.

Sincerely,

Nancy Reid

Chair, NSERC Statistics Liaison Committee
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