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Dear Mr. Cooley and Mr. Arnolie:

The National Science Foundation Advisory Committee for Business and Operations met via teleconference on July 10, 2003 to discuss the NSF Revised GPRA Strategic Plan.  NSF has been seeking public comments on its draft plan since June 6, 2003, and is planning to finalize the plan for approval by the National Science Board in August 2003 and for submission to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and the Congress in September 2003.

Based on its discussion, the committee offers the following thoughts and observations to the Foundation.

The committee notes the public comments received to date (and summarized by Paul Herer at the teleconference) raised many of the issues of interest to the committee, such as:

· The plan does not adequately communicate NSF’s impact on societal welfare.  


· The plan does not adequately communicate the excitement of discovery, particularly in the context of the IDEAS goal.  


· The objectives under the IDEAS goal need to be strengthened.  Additional focus should be placed on the centrality of discovery to NSF’s mission.


· It is difficult to understand the relationships among strategic goals, resource-linked output goals, the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) programs as defined in the plan and NSF’s organizational structure.  The Committee recognizes that the PART is an OMB directive, but the plan as it stands is confusing.


· The term “core” is used in multiple ways in the plan. 

The committee was pleased to learn that the Organizational Excellence goal has been received positively.  

Other general comments raised by the committee included:

· The plan should provide more context for how NSF fits into the broader science and technology enterprise, perhaps in the situation analysis. For example, the NSF identifies key investments that advance the frontier of science and engineering at the interface of traditional disciplines, such as nanoscale science and engineering, and these investments are managed across the standing programs of the Foundation.  It is important that the impact of these initiatives on the Foundation's management and operations and provision for their perhaps unusual needs be a key consideration in strategic planning.
· The “External Factors” section of the plan (page 16) does not provide a sense that NSF is the hub of an extended enterprise – that it is a central force in leading collaboration among and between the educational and research communities as key players in the R&D enterprise.  This would convey that NSF’s actions have added value and strong synergy outside the agency.

· In the Organizational Excellence section, the role of rotators is not addressed strongly enough. These individuals provide a unique set of human resources.  No other agency has a similar program, run as successfully or as at great a magnitude as NSF’s.

· The cross-cutting activities highlighted in Appendix B should be integrated into the body of the plan.  

· The output goals sometimes look more like inputs (investments).

· Because so much more is happening than is reflected in the plan, it would be useful to add examples that reflect innovations supported by NSF.  

· The connectivity among the goals is not as well developed as it could be.  A visual aid might improve the plan’s discussion in this area.

· There should be a more strategic emphasis on NSF as a “learning organization”, as a high-performing organization.

The committee then focused on four suggested discussion questions that were provided by NSF staff.

1. Does the plan capture NSF’s role in providing leadership for science and engineering?

The committee believes that the plan does not fully capture the leadership NSF provides.  One suggestion would be to utilize some of the “nuggets” provided to the AC/GPA to highlight NSF achievements.  

The committee also notes that there is nothing in the plan on public outreach and the agency’s responsibility to communicate the leading edge of science and technology to the public.  The committee understands that this comment has been echoed in public input, and that NSF does have formal outreach investments embedded in one of the People goals.  This could be elevated as a core strategy in the plan. 

2. Does the plan identify the key factors for NSF’s success?

The committee believes that the plan identifies the key factors for NSF’s success.  One improvement would be to add a discussion on NSF’s use of rotators engaged under the Intergovernmental Personnel Act authority, as they contribute to NSF’s leadership success, making NSF a more agile agency.

3. Does the Organizational Excellence goal capture the A&M activities that NSF should be considering?

The committee has believed since its inception that administration and management deserve greater prominence in NSF’s planning, and that many of NSF’s activities could provide models for other agencies.  By establishing the Organizational Excellence goal, NSF is sending a clear signal that it cannot achieve its mission in science and engineering without a commensurate commitment to excellence in business systems and processes.

Specific comments related to this question include:

· The objective to “implement mandated performance assessment and management reforms in line with agency needs” is much too directive – not strategic.  

· The objectives appear to be static.  They do not communicate NSF’s desire to be a learning organization.

· A useful model for NSF to consider is the Strategic Plan (2001) of EPA’s Office of Research and Development.  It contains an organizational excellence goal (“be a high performing organization”) that has some language NSF might want to draw upon.  Words like “flexible” and “agile” should be included under this goal.

· Program Officer discretion is a strength of NSF that should be addressed.  NSF relies on external merit review AND on the expertise of its program officers.  

· The objectives should be restructured to better reflect the output goals.  (Mr. Herer noted that this is already being done.)

· The idea that NSF leads through collaboration and network management is not coming across. NSF’s human capital is the logistical driving force behind accomplishment of its mission:  organizing the panel reviews, conducting solicitations, etc.

· The synergies between People, Ideas and Tools adds the greatest value to NSF’s leadership.  Through the Organizational Excellence goal, NSF ensures that it has the high-performing organization necessary to increase this synergy.

4. Regarding the framework for integrating budget and performance, do you see any issues or challenges NSF may encounter when implementing this approach?

The committee compliments NSF for developing an approach that fosters the integration of research and education and cuts across traditional disciplinary lines.  The committee was also encouraged that the NSF staff shows great awareness of the challenges inherent in implementing this type of approach.  Specific comments and suggestions include:

· The plan should state more explicitly that the framework is the first step on the path to developing a goal-based budget.  

· The plan needs to clarify the relationships among strategic outcomes, resource-linked output goals and objectives. 

· The Resource-Linked Output Goals do not have “owners,” and as a result, the accountability chain for these areas is murky.

· The plan should provide a clearer idea of the kinds of measures that will be used to assess whether NSF is accomplishing its goals.  

· The plan might also benefit from a narrative description that illustrates how a variety of NSF units work toward a goal.

In closing, the Committee hopes these observations will inform and guide NSF as it finalizes the plan.  We would like to thank the staff that helped make this teleconference successful.  We look forward to seeing the final plan and to discussing other pertinent issues at our next meeting on October 22, 2003.

On behalf of the Committee,

Dr. Norine Noonan

Chair, July 10, 2003 Teleconference
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