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A new proposal submission policy announced on 23 August 2018 by the U.S. National Science 
Foundation Biology Directorate now mandates that investigators can serve as principal 
investigator (PI) or co-PI on only one proposal per fiscal year to each of the core tracks of the 
Divisions of Environmental Biology, Integrative Organismal Systems, and Molecular and Cellular 
Biosciences. The Divisions’ new program solicitations (1,2,3) highlight changes previewed in 
October 2017 (4) including the elimination of submission deadlines and preproposals. However, 
the restriction on proposal number was not previously announced nor available for comment. 
 
The rationale for the restriction appeared in a FAQ posted online three weeks later (5): “Like 
every other program at NSF that has transitioned to a no-deadline proposal submission 
process, BIO has imposed a limitation on proposal submissions. The goal is to prevent the 
immediate resubmission of declined proposals...” However, other NSF programs without 
deadlines simply prohibit resubmission of a proposal within a year of the original submission 
date (6,7), limit PIs to two proposals under consideration for funding at one time (8), state that 
PIs can submit an unlimited number of proposals given that “each proposal must be significantly 
different from the others” (9), or explicitly state that the number of proposals a PI may submit is 
unlimited (8,10). BIO appears to have created a new, more restrictive policy for submission 
rather than following precedent. 
 
We are deeply concerned that limiting PIs to a single proposal per fiscal year damages 
biological research. Science is an increasingly collaborative endeavor; many important 
breakthroughs come from groups of researchers with complementary expertise. For decades, 
NSF has actively encouraged multi-PI collaboration, but researchers are now forced to limit the 
diversity of their research. Under the new guidelines, a scientist can serve as “senior personnel” 
on an unlimited number of proposals each year, but this status does not reflect the time and 
expertise that scientists bring to collaborations. Further, reviewers, employers, and the 
community may not see the contribution of senior personnel as on par with co-PIs nor recognize 
senior personnel as having made significant intellectual contributions to the work. 
 
An additional serious concern is that early-career investigators, who need to demonstrate their 
scientific innovation and independence through grant funding, will be particularly disadvantaged. 
Given the small minority of proposals that are funded, this new limit – a single proposal per year 
to core programs – will exacerbate pressure on early-career colleagues because they cannot 
spread their risk of not being funded by submitting collaborative proposals. New researchers 
may turn to safe, fundable submissions rather than novel and transformative ideas. 
 
We hope that the NSF will reconsider the restriction as a major impediment to an otherwise 
refreshing change to their current programs. 
 
References  
 
1. U.S. National Science Foundation, (NSF), “Division of Environmental Biology (core programs) 
(DEB) Program Solicitation” (Publication 18-587, NSF, 2018; 
www.nsf.gov/pubs/2018/nsf18587/nsf18587.htm). 
 
2. NSF, “Division of Integrative Organismal Systems Core Programs Program Solicitation” 
(Publication 18-586, NSF, 2018; www.nsf.gov/pubs/2018/nsf18586/nsf18586.htm). 
 

PeerJ Preprints | https://doi.org/10.7287/peerj.preprints.27266v1 | CC BY 4.0 Open Access | rec: 8 Oct 2018, publ: 8 Oct 2018



 2 

3. NSF, “Division of Molecular and Cellular Biosciences: Investigator-Initiated Research Projects 
(MCB) Program Solicitation” (Publication 18-585, NSF, 2018; 
www.nsf.gov/pubs/2018/nsf18585/nsf18585.htm). 
 
4. NSF, “Dear Colleague Letter: Implementation of ‘No-Deadline,’ Full-proposal Submission 
Process for Most Programs in the Directorate for Biological Sciences” (Publication 18-011, NSF, 
2017; www.nsf.gov/pubs/2018/nsf18011/nsf18011.jsp). 
 
5. NSF, “Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) for Directorate of Biological Sciences (BIO) Core 
Programs Solicitations” (Publication 18-106, NSF, 2018; 
www.nsf.gov/pubs/2018/nsf18106/nsf18106.jsp). 
 
6. NSF, “Solar and Planetary Research Grants (SPG) Program Solicitation” (Publication 16-602, 
NSF, 2016; www.nsf.gov/pubs/2016/nsf16602/nsf16602.htm). 
 
7. NSF, “Geomorphology and Land Use Dynamics Program Solicitation” (Publication 15-560, 
NSF, 2015; www.nsf.gov/pubs/2015/nsf15560/nsf15560.htm). 
 
8. NSF, “Arctic Research Opportunities Arctic Natural Sciences; Arctic Social Sciences; Arctic 
System Science; Arctic Observing Network Program Solicitation” (Publication 16-595, NSF, 
2016; www.nsf.gov/pubs/2016/nsf16595/nsf16595.htm). 
 
9. NSF, “Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) for Dear Colleague Letter (DCL) NSF 17-117: 
Removal of Deadlines for the Combustion and Fire Systems Program in ENG/CBET” 
(Publication 17-118, NSF, 2017; www.nsf.gov/pubs/2017/nsf17118/nsf17118.jsp). 
 
10. NSF, “Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) for NSF 17-086, Removal of Deadlines for the 
Marine Geology and Geophysics Program in the Division of Ocean Sciences in the Directorate 
for Geosciences” (Publication 17-087, NSF, 2017; 
www.nsf.gov/pubs/2017/nsf17087/nsf17087.jsp). 
 
By 
 
Heather L. Eisthen, Professor of Integrative Biology, Michigan State University 
 
Susan Alberts, The Robert F. Durden Professor of Biology and Evolutionary Anthropology 
and Chair, Department of Evolutionary Anthropology, Duke University 
 
Rindy Anderson, Assistant Professor of Biological Sciences, Florida Atlantic University 
 
Cissy J. Ballen, Assistant Professor of Biological Sciences, Auburn University 
 
Jeffrey E. Barrick, Associate Professor of Molecular Biosciences, The University of Texas at 
Austin 
 
Seth Bordenstein, Professor, Departments of Biological Sciences and Pathology, Microbiology, 
and Immunology and Director of the Vanderbilt Microbiome Initiative, Vanderbilt University 
 

PeerJ Preprints | https://doi.org/10.7287/peerj.preprints.27266v1 | CC BY 4.0 Open Access | rec: 8 Oct 2018, publ: 8 Oct 2018



 3 

Sunny K. Boyd, Professor of Biological Sciences, University of Notre Dame; Chair, NSF-IOS 
COV 2018 
 
Heather Bracken-Grissom, Assistant Professor of Biology, Florida International University  
 
Christopher B. Braun, Professor and Chair of Psychology, Hunter College (CUNY) 
 
David M. Coppola, Professor of Biology, Randolph-Macon College; Former Program Officer 
NSF-IOS 
 
Daniel N. Cox, Associate Professor of Neuroscience and Biology, Director, Center for 
Neuromics, Georgia State University 
 
Keith A. Crandall, Founding Director, Computational Biology Institute, George Washington 
University 
 
Thomas W. Cronin, Professor of Biological Sciences, University of Maryland Baltimore County 
 
Gregory E. Demas, Professor and Chair, Department of Biology, Indiana University 
 
Charles D. Derby, Regents’ Professor of Neuroscience and Biology, Georgia State University 
 
Scott V. Edwards, Alexander Agassiz Professor of Zoology and Curator of Ornithology, Museum 
of Comparative Zoology, Harvard University; Former Division Director, NSF-DBI 
 
James A. Foster, Distinguished Professor of Biology, University of Idaho 
 
Cole Gilbert, Professor of Entomology and Hays and James Clark Director of Undergraduate 
Biology, Cornell University; Former Program Officer NSF-IOS 
 
Kenneth M. Halanych, Professor of Biological Sciences, Schneller Endowed Chair, and Curator 
of Marine Invertebrates, Auburn University 
 
Suzana Herculano-Houzel, Associate Professor of Psychology and Biological Sciences, 
Vanderbilt University 
 
Hopi Hoekstra, Alexander Agassiz Professor of Zoology, Harvard University, and Investigator, 
Howard Hughes Medical Institute 
 
Patrick R. Hof, Regenstreif Professor and Vice-Chair, Fishberg Department of Neuroscience, 
Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai 
 
Kim L. Hoke, Associate Professor of Biology, Colorado State University 
 
Kay E. Holekamp, University Distinguished Professor of Integrative Biology and Director of the 
Interdisciplinary Program in Ecology Evolutionary Biology and Behavior, Michigan State 
University 
 

PeerJ Preprints | https://doi.org/10.7287/peerj.preprints.27266v1 | CC BY 4.0 Open Access | rec: 8 Oct 2018, publ: 8 Oct 2018



 4 

Erich Jarvis, Professor, The Rockefeller University and Investigator, Howard Hughes Medical 
Institute 
 
Sönke Johnsen, Professor of Biology, Duke University 
 
Paul S. Katz, Professor of Biology and Director of Neurosciences, University of Massachusetts 
Amherst 
 
Leslie M. Kay, Professor in Psychology and Neuroscience, The University of Chicago 
 
David M. Kehoe, Professor of Biology, Indiana University 
 
Darcy B. Kelley, Harold Weintraub and HHMI Professor of Biological Sciences, Columbia 
University 
 
Benjamin Kerr, Professor of Biology, University of Washington 
 
Ellen Ketterson, Distinguished Professor of Biology, Indiana University 
 
William M. Kier, Professor of Biology, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
 
Mimi A.R. Koehl, Professor of the Graduate School in Integrative Biology, University of 
California, Berkeley 
 
Robert L. Last, Barnett Rosenberg Professor of Plant Biochemistry, Michigan State University; 
Former Program Officer NSF-DBI 
 
Beth Lazazzera, Associate Professor of Microbiology, Immunology, and Molecular Genetics, 
University of California, Los Angeles 
 
Richard E. Lenski, John Hannah Professor of Microbial Ecology, Michigan State University 
 
Jonathan B. Losos, Director, Living Earth Collaborative and William H. Danforth Distinguished 
University Professor, Washington University in Saint Louis 
 
Deborah I. Lutterschmidt, Associate Professor of Biology, Portland State University 
 
Michael Lynch, Professor of Life Sciences and Director of the Center for Mechanisms of 
Evolution, Arizona State University 
 
Andrew R. Mahon, Professor of Molecular Ecology, Central Michigan University 
 
Mark Q. Martindale, Professor of Biology and Director of the Whitney Laboratory, University of 
Florida 
 
Emília P. Martins, Professor of Life Sciences, Arizona State University; Former Program Officer 
NSF-IOS 
 

PeerJ Preprints | https://doi.org/10.7287/peerj.preprints.27266v1 | CC BY 4.0 Open Access | rec: 8 Oct 2018, publ: 8 Oct 2018



 5 

James B. McClintock, Endowed University Professor of Polar and Marine Biology, University of 
Alabama at Birmingham 
 
Karen A. Mesce, Professor of Entomology and Neuroscience, University of Minnesota; Former 
Program Officer NSF-IOS 
  
Suchetana Mukhopadhyay, Associate Professor of Biology, Indiana University 
 
Todd H. Oakley, Professor, Ecology Evolution and Marine Biology, University of California, 
Santa Barbara 
 
Steven M. Phelps, Associate Professor of Integrative Biology and Director of the Center for 
Brain, Behavior and Evolution, University of Texas 
 
Richard P. Phillips, Associate Professor, Department of Biology, Indiana University 
 
David Queller, Spencer T. Olin Professor of Biology, Washington University in St. Louis 
 
Suzy C.P. Renn, Professor of Biology, Reed College 
 
Kimberly Rosvall, Assistant Professor of Biology, Indiana University 
 
Felix E. Schweizer, Professor of Neurobiology and Chair of the Graduate Neuroscience 
Interdepartmental Program, University of California, Los Angeles 
 
Neil Shubin, Robert R. Bensley Distinguished Service Professor of Anatomy, The University of 
Chicago 
  
Joan Silk, Professor, School of Human Evolution and Social Change and Institute of Human 
Origins, Arizona State University 
 
Joan E. Strassmann, Charles Rebstock Professor of Biology, Washington University in St. 
Louis, Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin Fellow 
 
Nicholas J. Strausfeld, Regents' Professor of Neuroscience, University of Arizona 
 
Sharon Y. Strauss, Professor of Evolution and Ecology, University of California Davis 
 
Georg Striedter, Professor of Neurobiology & Behavior, University of California, Irvine 
 
Billie J. Swalla, Professor of Biology and Director of Friday Harbor Laboratories, University of 
Washington 
 
Ann Tarrant, Associate Scientist, Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution 
 
Heather L. Throop, Associate Professor of Life Sciences and of Earth and Space Exploration, 
Arizona State University 
 

PeerJ Preprints | https://doi.org/10.7287/peerj.preprints.27266v1 | CC BY 4.0 Open Access | rec: 8 Oct 2018, publ: 8 Oct 2018



 6 

Paul E. Turner, Elihu Professor of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology and Interim Dean of 
Science, Yale University 
 
S. Randal Voss, Professor of Neuroscience and Director of the Ambystoma Genetic Stock 
Center, University of Kentucky 
 
Marvalee H. Wake, Professor of the Graduate School in Integrative Biology, University of 
California, Berkeley; Chair, NSF-IOS COV 2014 
 
John P. Wares, Associate Professor of Genetics and Odum School of Ecology, University of 
Georgia 
 
Dr. Mike Webster, Robert G. Engel Professor of Ornithology and Director of the Macaulay 
Library of Natural Sounds, Cornell University 
 
Stephanie A. White, Professor of Integrative Biology and Physiology and Chair of the 
Undergraduate Neuroscience Interdepartmental Program, University of California, Los Angeles 
 
Walter Wilczynski, Professor of Neuroscience, Georgia State University; Former Program 
Officer NSF-IOS 
 
Greg A. Wray, Professor of Biology and Director of the Center for Genomic and Computational 
Biology, Duke University 
 
Timothy F. Wright, Professor of Biology, New Mexico State University 
 
 
 

PeerJ Preprints | https://doi.org/10.7287/peerj.preprints.27266v1 | CC BY 4.0 Open Access | rec: 8 Oct 2018, publ: 8 Oct 2018


