
I must take issue with Stephen 
Bennett’s characterization of me as a
“graduate school dropout” in the June
2002 issue of PS. I have a master’s de-
gree in political science, as well as a law
degree. I am glad my mother and children
did not see Professor Bennett’s screed
against me and others who chose to take
issue with the direction of a field that we
love. I chose not to pursue my Ph.D. in
political science in large part because the
field is dominated by number crunchers
who—while quite good at math and sta-
tistics—have little influence on the under-
standing of politics. I noted that I would
rather not pursue my doctorate if it re-
quired mastering quantitative methods.

A recent article in PS (December
2002) by Canon, Gabel, and Patton
(hereafter, CGP) purports to assess the
utility of external funding for research in
political science. Briefly summarized,
CGP report that fewer than 30% of pub-
lished articles in prominent journals ac-
knowledge external support, and only
about half of those acknowledge National
Science Foundation support. They con-
clude from this that, “Unlike the natural
sciences, political science does not 
require any significant funding—or even
any funding—to conduct valuable re-
search and publish it in the highest qual-
ity journals” (748). CGP further report
that NSF funding appears to vary by
subfield and methodological approach in
ways the authors attribute to “NSF bias
in the early 1990s favoring quantitative,
rational choice, or formal theory ap-
proaches and support for American poli-
tics research” (749). These charges are
not only unjustified by the available evi-
dence, they are irresponsible. The authors
have done an injustice not only to the
political scientists who served as Pro-
gram Officers at NSF, but even more to
the many distinguished political scientists
who have served on the program’s 
review and oversight panels, to the 
hundreds of scholars the program called
upon to assist in evaluating proposals,
and to those scholars who received NSF
grants during this period whose success
CGP denigrate as the product of biased
assessment. Moreover, if CGP’s charges
were to be accepted as true within NSF
and Congress, they could jeopardize fu-
ture funding for political science at NSF.

As NSF Political Science Program Offi-
cers from 1990–1994, we take these
charges very seriously and welcome the
opportunity to set the record straight by
correcting the serious errors in analysis
and inference committed by CGP.

CGP examine the extent of external
funding from all sources (NSF and oth-
erwise) for articles published in eight
journals and find that the pattern of
NSF-funded publications differs that of
non-funded articles and of articles
funded by other sources including the
Ford Foundation and the MacArthur
Foundation, among others. Despite their
judicious caveats regarding alternative
interpretations for their findings and the
limits of their analysis, CGP very inju-
diciously and wrongly conclude that
their data suggest NSF bias. This charge
not only is untrue, it also is unsup-
ported (indeed, it is unsupportable) by
their data. As they admit in the course
of the analysis, CGP have no informa-
tion whatsoever on the pool of proposal
submissions to NSF (or to most of
these eight journals or to any of the
other funding sources) with which to
calculate relative acceptance rates across
subfields. They also have no information
whatsoever regarding the merits of the
submitted proposals or the reviews of
these proposals by others working in the
relevant fields. They have no informa-
tion on the distribution of NSF-funded
research reported in other outlets (e.g.,
books and other journals). Their conclu-
sion of NSF bias is dependent in part
on their using other funding agencies as
a baseline for comparison, but these

other agencies (which include the
SSRC, NEH, and USSR Academy of
Sciences!) have their own biases, some
of them explicitly so (such as SSRC
and NEH). CGP’s conclusions in these
regards are reckless. Based on what
they have presented, it is impossible for
the authors to know (or even speculate
in an informed way) about NSF bias
and it is irresponsible to draw the con-
clusions that they have. 

The claim that NSF is biased is one
of the oldest canards in the profession
and has repeatedly been tested and dis-
proved by NSF data (Mishler 1984;
Sigelman and Scioli 1987). It also has
been examined and rejected in periodic
evaluations, both quantitative and quali-
tative, of the Political Science Program
by oversight committees, whose distin-
guished members, unlike CGP, have ac-
cess to all of the reviews and proposals
including those that were not funded.
The report of the 1998 Committee of
Visitors is online at www.nsf.gov/sbe/
ses/polisci/cov_report.htm. Based on
their extensive, two-day review the
Committee concluded:

There was no detectable bias in the re-
views. Most notably, there was no evi-
dence of an “Old Boy’s Club” or “in-
visible college” that favored some
people, topics or approaches over oth-
ers. Indeed, we were struck by the
overwhelmingly professional nature of
the reviews; only an exceptionally few
deviated from this norm and they were
so apparent that they had a virtually
self-negating character. 

If deciding not to pursue a particular
degree amounts to dropping out, then I
fear we are all drop outs of something.
More importantly, I wrote to praise Pro-
fessor Libby’s criticism of the fact that
American political science is too fo-
cused, indeed dominated by, quantitative
research. That criticism should be taken
to heart by the members of APSA. I
know few, if any, political leaders, gove-
rnment officials, or others involved in
public affairs who take the field of polit-
ical science seriously. They know that all
of the calculators in the world cannot
explain the essence of politics.

I love to study, debate, and write
about politics. But politics has little to

do about understanding chi squares and
everything to do with understanding the
human condition. If that makes me a
Perestroikan—so be it.

David Brunori 
Contributing Editor 

State Tax Notes magazine
And a ten year, albeit non-Ph.D.,

member of APSA

P.S. I am glad Professor Bennett did
not find out that I teach as an adjunct
professor. Surely adjuncts—like alleged
drop outs—must reside near the bottom
of the quasi academic barrel.
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Importantly, NSF is the only funding
source in political science of which we
are aware that evaluates both the sub-
stance and procedures of its proposal
review process and reports the results to
the community.

NSF goes to great lengths to avoid
bias and insure the integrity of its 
review process—more so than any other
foundation or journal and more transpar-
ently as well. Proposals normally are re-
viewed by three to five ad hoc review-
ers specializing in the field and, then,
by a panel of political scientists repre-
senting different subfields and perspec-
tives and serving staggered two-year
terms. The mantra at NSF is to spend
its limited budget on the most meritori-
ous projects (the best science) that are
submitted regardless of area or ap-
proach. It is true that a successful pro-
posal at NSF must demonstrate its sci-
entific rigor (it is after all the National
Science Foundation and not the National
Endowment for the Humanities), but
these are generous bounds that encom-
pass a wide assortment of projects and
perspectives. It also is true that NSF is
prohibited by statute from supporting
history and philosophy, which are the
province of NEH. The discipline of po-
litical science is one that remains di-
vided between science and the humani-
ties. NSF’s mandate is to support social
science; NEH is supposed to support
work in the humanities, including hu-
manities-oriented work on government
and politics. (We have never seen a re-
port of NEH activities, review
processes, or awards, though we think it
safe to say they are “biased” against
scientific inquiry, as they should be.)
Additionally, unlike other federal agen-
cies, NSF prefers research that goes be-
yond the application of existing knowl-
edge to social problems and that
promises significant additions to theory
and fundamental knowledge.

CGP offer equally flawed and non-
sensical research in support for their
“conclusion” that “valuable research in
political science does not require much
if any funding” (748). This conclusion
is based on the observation that the ma-
jority of research in good political sci-
ence journals did not report any fund-
ing. The flaws in the logic, here, are so
astounding as to be embarrassing. In an
average year, the NSF Political Science
Program makes an average of about 55
awards (the number was smaller how-
ever in the early 1990s). Excluding dis-
sertation grants, grants to support vari-
ous workshops, and conferences, such
as the Ralph Bunche Summer Institute,
the Political Science Program at NSF
supports about 40 research grants per

year. Assuming that every grant pro-
duces three refereed journal articles over
a three-year period and assuming also
that all NSF-supported articles are sent
only to the eight journals surveyed by
CGP (extreme estimates considering that
award levels are quite small and that
significant amounts of NSF research are
published in books and book chapters),
this means that in a three-year period
NSF-funded research should produce
about 120 articles. If the average jour-
nal publishes eight or nine articles per
quarter (based on CGP’s table 1, the av-
erage is 8.7), or about 35 per year, then
these eight journals should publish
about 840 articles in a three-year pe-
riod. These “back-of-the-envelope” cal-
culations suggest that NSF-supported re-
search could fill a maximum of about
14% of the research space in these
eight journals if all NSF-supported arti-
cles were published here and only here.
This is virtually identical to the percent-
age of NSF-supported articles in these
journals reported by CGP. This means,
among other things, that the supply of
NSF-supported research is so small that
the eight elite journals of necessity must
accept far more non-NSF-supported re-
search simply to fill their pages. The
small ratio of NSF-supported research in
leading journals says absolutely nothing
about the quality or competitiveness of
non-NSF research compared to NSF-
supported research.

Moreover, the level of NSF-supported
research in these eight journals is al-
most certainly much higher than the
CGP “guestimate.” As previously noted,
CGP count only NSF support that is
formally acknowledged in the article.
This is the smallest possible estimate of
NSF support, in part because it fails to
consider research where NSF support
was indirect and almost certainly not
formally acknowledged. For example,
much of the voluminous work on Amer-
ican elections and public opinion that is
published in the top journals would be
impossible without the availability of
American National Election Study data.
The ANES, of course, has depended
upon tens of millions of NSF dollars
over the years. Yet, virtually all of these
articles cite only the ANES and not
NSF in their acknowledgements. Such
articles are not included in CGP’s
“count.” Similarly, in international rela-
tions, NSF has invested heavily in vari-
ous large databases over the years in-
cluding COW and MIDs among others.
The number of published articles in IR
that use these data is higher by an order
of magnitude than those that received
direct NSF support. Many, if not most,
of these publications would have been

impossible without the data that NSF
provided. NSF also has supported myr-
iad of databases whose secondary analy-
sis has been vital to the publication of
numerous and important articles on pub-
lic law, public policy, comparative poli-
tics (where NSF has supported a very
large percentage of the large data proj-
ects on post-Soviet, post-Communist citi-
zens, parties and legislatures) and a host
of other areas. While Jim Gibson faith-
fully acknowledges NSF support in his
publications on public opinion in 
Russia, the many others who have pub-
lished secondary analyses of Jim’s data
appropriately cite Jim and his data—not
NSF. Yet, without NSF’s support Jim’s
data would not be available for second-
ary analysis.

Of course, the indirect contributions
of NSF to published research are not
limited to the supply of data. NSF also
has invested heavily in the development
of methods and statistics that are widely
used in published work without ac-
knowledgement to NSF except perhaps
by the methods’ originators. For exam-
ple, Gary King’s work on maximum
likelihood methods, on the treatment of
missing data, and on methods of cross-
level inference are widely used in publi-
cations by diverse scholars who could
not have done their work (or done it as
well) without these methods but who
may not even be aware of the role of
NSF support in providing these tools.
Similarly, Diana Mutz’s current award in
support of Time-Sharing Experiments in
the Social Sciences (TESS) is providing
wonderful opportunities for numerous
investigators to generate their own data,
without additional cost to them, on a
variety of subjects using survey research
methods with experimental designs.
Much important work is likely to come
from this NSF-supported project, most
of which probably will acknowledge
TESS, but little of which likely will ac-
knowledge the critical role of NSF. 

None of this is to deny that impor-
tant work can and is done in political
science without funding. Political scien-
tists are very innovative in finding ways
to do excellent research with little if
any support. However, there are a great
many projects that could never have
been undertaken without NSF support,
direct or indirect. And much if not most
of the work published without extramu-
ral support undoubtedly could have been
done even better had the scholars in-
volved had additional resources.

In summary, it appears from the evi-
dence that most of the articles produced
with NSF-supported research appear in
the leading journals, which are limited
in publishing even more NSF-supported
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work given its limited supply. Indeed, it
is likely that significant portions of the
remaining articles in the elite journals
depend indirectly on NSF-supported the-
ory, data, or methods. That CGP do not
recognize this is testimony to inherent
flaws in their research design.

A simple “mind experiment” can rein-
force these points. Consider, for example,
how differently the major journals would
look without NSF support for political
science, direct and indirect. No doubt we
would have just as many journals pub-
lishing just as many articles. Certainly all
of the elite journals would still be filled
with research and still would be publish-
ing the (relatively) best work produced
by the discipline. But does this mean (as
CGP imply) that the quality of research
in the profession would be just as good
as it is today without NSF support? To
the contrary, we believe, the political sci-
ence landscape would be dismal. Many
of our richest databases would be either
non-existent or severely limited in scope
and duration. Our methods and theories
would lag substantially behind where
they are today. Moreover, to the extent
that economics and sociology were
funded by NSF but political science was

Wow! What an indictment! We are
charged with impugning the good faith
of NSF’s program officers and review-
ers, raising the canard that some kind of
“old boys’” network controls the fund-
ing decisions, and saying that the qual-
ity of political science research would
be just as good today if there were no
NSF funding. (And this would let the
dreaded economists and sociologists
take over our beloved discipline.) In-
deed, we are even accused of putting
the future of NSF’s political science
program’s funding in jeopardy. If we
had actually written or implied all the
evils that Campbell and Mishler attrib-
ute to us, we, too, would sign on to
their letter. But we do no such thing.

Basically, Campbell and Mishler level
two charges against us that we dispute:
(1) they claim that we imply that exter-
nal funding, particularly from NSF, is
irrelevant to political science research
and (2) they claim that we say that

NSF is biased (in the perjorative sense)
in how it funds research in political sci-
ence. We neither intended to write nor
actually wrote an article addressing
these points and we do not make any
such statements or arguments.

First, Campbell and Mishler somehow
believe that we wrote an analysis of
NSF and that we have “shortchanged”
the importance of its contributions. In-
deed, they talk about how our research
design for such an analysis is “flawed.”
But the hard fact is that we were not
analyzing NSF’s importance to research
in political science. We wrote an article
about how much external funding di-
rectly contributed to research reported in
the discipline’s leading journals. Be-
cause NSF is the single most important
source, we paid particular attention to
it. But we emphatically did not say, nor
do we believe, that if NSF had no po-
litical science program, the scope and
quality of political science research

would be about the same. Let us be ex-
plicit: we consider NSF a most valuable
institution for the advancement of politi-
cal science. 

However, we know of deans, etc.
(particularly ones with a hard science
background), who believe that receipt
of a grant is the sine qua non of mean-
ingful research. We set out to dispel
this belief. Given the scarcity of exter-
nal funding resources in political sci-
ence, we think it is extremely important
to note that plenty of good research is
conducted in spite of the limited re-
sources. Some administrators, perhaps
naively or strategically, focus largely on
the level of external funding to com-
pare and evaluate the quality of re-
search across departments; this seems
like an important point to demonstrate
empirically. 

Second, as for the issue of bias in
NSF funding across subfields and 
approaches, we acknowledge again (as

not, we would expect that research in po-
litical science would be even more domi-
nated by the theories and methods of
other disciplines than already is the case.

In summary, Canon, Gabel, and 
Patton are wrong in claiming that there
is bias in NSF funding and wrong in
shortchanging the importance of NSF
funding to the advancement of political
science research. The National Science
Foundation has one of the most fair,
rigorous, and transparent peer review
systems in all of academe. NSF Pro-
gram Officers work hard at community
outreach in order to maximize the num-
ber, quality, and diversity of proposal
submissions, consistent with NSF’s leg-
islative mandate. Its reviewers and pan-
elists are carefully vetted for conflicts
of interests and strongly encouraged to
fund the best research regardless of
other considerations. As a result, NSF
has made major contributions, both di-
rect and indirect, to the development of
political science over the past three
decades. NSF-funded research has sig-
nificantly enriched both our theories and
methods. It has increased and strength-
ened the human capital in our discipline
by virtue of its heavy investment in

graduate student research and training
and its strong support of young investi-
gators; and NSF has contributed greatly
to the infrastructure of our discipline by
virtue of its substantial investments in
both equipment and data. It is no 
wonder that NSF-supported research is
consistently published in the leading
outlets, including the most prestigious
journals. The Political Science Program
at NSF is a valuable asset to the disci-
pline. It welcomes scientifically rigorous
research proposals from a variety of
perspectives and in all sub fields. This
was the case in the early 1990s when
we participated in the Program’s 
management and we are certain that it
remains the case today. To assert the
contrary without any semblance of
meaningful data is irresponsible.

James E. Campbell
University at Buffalo, SUNY

NSF Political Science Program
Director, 1992–1994

William Mishler
University of Arizona

NSF Political Science Program
Director, 1982–1984, 1990–1991 
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