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Controlling Science

W ith the fallout of the financial crisis reaching all aspects of life in most countries,
the media continues to report the problems faced by different industries. So, I
was not surprised when I heard a discussion on innovation management over the

radio. The president of a European university program that offered courses to companies
for substantial fees reported that 2009 had seen a precipitous drop in companies interested
in innovation management courses. This was not unexpected, but she mentioned that one
area that had seen drastically increased interest was “innovation controlling”. Innovation
control professes to teach companies how to assess the return of each Euro invested in in-
novation in the company. In times of tight budgets, companies are particularly interested in
controlling research and development efforts to maximize return on investment.

Innovation controlling is now dramatically increasing in science such that we are begin-
ning to see it in every institution. Universities, research institutes, and of course commercial
ventures all seem to have become obsessed with controlling.

Strategic planning, implementation, and assessing outcome are clearly important. In
many cases, results can be clearly measured and adjustments to the process can improve
efficiency. Manufacturing production is a great example of a process that benefits from strict
control. In my opinion, innovation is at the other end of the spectrum. We can measure quali-
tative and quantitative factors, but how do we measure innovation? A lot of smart people
have put a lot of thought into it and have come up with plenty of end-points for appraisal
(apart from the number of publications). As a result there are a host of bibliometric metri-
ces such as citations, H-factor, relative impact, impact normalized over a field, and so on and
so forth. These numbers do provide useful data about a researcher that is often representa-
tive. But this system can be gamed too (1). One might argue that the number of patents
might also be used to assess innovation. However, this is not always an accurate index ei-
ther. Many academic scientists refrain from patenting discoveries in order to get broader ex-
posure. Counting the amount of research funding that a researcher brings in is also not a per-
fect measure, since simply bringing in money does not perfectly correlate to scientific
output.

Possibly the most important output of academics is the “production” of young scien-
tists since this activity multiplies our impact as scientists. But is it more important to pro-
duce professors at high-ranking research universities or researchers in small or large com-
panies? In my opinion, it is impossible to answer this question accurately. All quantitative
indicators taken can together provide a snapshot of a researcher, a group, or an institute that
can be compared to others at a similar stage and such data can be used in strategic plan-
ning. But at the end, it takes experts that understand the field to interpret the data and to
really understand the science.

Controlling to some degree is necessary because institutions want to know how funds
are being used and how to compare performance to other institutions. At the same time,
controlling should not result in researchers in both academia and industry wasting valu-
able time to constantly fill out reports on minute detail of their activities. In recent times, I
have noticed an alarming increase in university administrative activities devoted to planning.
A large quantity of data is produced by these administrators, without concomitant consider-
ation of usefulness. A colleague put this situation into a rather fitting picture: instead of put-
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ting more horses before the cart that has to be pulled, more drivers are sitting down on the
cart and are investing in better whips.

Here is what I propose. Instead of further inflating administration, it is time that universi-
ties and research institutions consider doing the following: (i) making sure they hire really
good people, (ii) giving these people the opportunity to do their job effectively, largely un-
disturbed so that they can focus on the task at hand, and (iii) assessing progress after longer
intervals (such as after five years) and taking corrective measures only when necessary.
Such a system can indeed work, as I have experienced during my tenure, both at ETH Zurich
and at the Max-Planck Society. Once on board with shared ideals, the leaders trust the sci-
entists. And relatively “slim” administrations can view themselves as enabling the core func-
tions of teaching and research. Arguments have been made that only well-funded, “rich” in-
stitutions can afford these initiatives, but I think that the model can succeed at all levels.

The key word here is trust. If you hire people who you cannot trust, even constant control-
ling will not help much. Investing in more controlling will frustrate those being constantly
bothered to provide reports and data. It is time that scientists take a stance against the con-
trolling nonsense sweeping the land. And it will have to be the senior researchers that will
have to lead the charge.

Peter H. Seeberger
Max-Planck Institute for Colloids and Surfaces, Potsdam and the Freie Universität Berlin
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