
and they work the long hours at limiting wages
out of dedication toward finding something in
their research that will help medical patients, a
research expert says.

“When I was in residency, I thought I’d be a
clinician, but in my fellowship I got hooked on
research,” says William Lawson, MD, an assis-
tant professor at Vanderbilt University in
Nashville, TN.

“I chose this area of study because of my frus-
tration in taking care of patients with lung-scar-
ring disease of idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis,”
Lawson says.

“There are no treatments that are effective in
reversing the disease process, so the frustrations I
had as a clinician drove me to select this area of
research,” Lawson says. “I hope that something I
do in the lab will help me discover a cure or treat-
ment for these patients, and this is what drives a
lot of physicians and PhDs.”

Another area where more research funding is
needed is in finding antibiotics that work against
drug-resistant organisms, Lawson says.

“If you look at one of the big concerns out
there right now then it’s how we’re encountering
more and more antibiotic-resistant organisms,” he
says. “So we’re in dire need of breakthrough dis-
coveries of antibiotics, and those are not coming.”

It would dramatically change the face of
medicine if someone made such a discovery,
Lawson adds.

Unfortunately, the National Institutes of Health
(NIH) has been under-funded since 2003, and
tighter NIH grant funding has created an envi-
ronment in which scientists are less willing to
take chances on breakthrough research and are
opting for safer and more predictable grant pro-
posals, Lawson says.

“So we’re not having people going out there
searching for the novel aspect of something that
could totally light up a new avenue that has
never been thought of before,” he says.

“We should as a research enterprise be funding
breakthrough research so we can have the next
big surprise,” Lawson adds. “It’s important to be
feasible with things and fund projects that are the
next step because they’ll get us there, but some-
times it’s the big breakthroughs that get us there
faster.”

Also, research discoveries take time and they
require a long-term investment in researchers’
careers, Lawson says.

“NIH does a tremendous job, but what has
happened is that NIH has been handcuffed by

decreased amounts of funding,” he adds.
If the NIH funding trend isn’t reversed, then

the research pipeline will no longer flow with
projects.

“We go from the bench to the bedside, and it’s
important to keep this pathway completely
open,” Lawson adds. “It’s not uni-directional.”

While most people assume that scientific dis-
coveries are made at the bench and lead to bigger
studies and eventually to clinical research, the
process can work in the reverse direction, as well,
he notes.

“Sometimes we see things at the clinical side
that we take back to the bench to learn more
about and then take back to the patient,” Lawson
says. “It’s important to keep these lines com-
pletely open and flowing.”  ■
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Only 20% of grants ultimately funded

The U.S. Senate committee on Health, Educa-
tion, Labor and Pensions held a hearing on March
11, 2008, that discussed how consecutive years of
flat funding of the National Institutes of Health
(NIH) have put a generation of science at risk.

According to testimony by Drew Gilpin Faust,
Harvard University president, here are some of the
ways the flat funding has damaged America’s sci-
entific environment:
• First-time recipients of NIH’s premier research
grant are older now than they were two decades
ago. In 1990, the average age was 39 years old;
now it’s 43 years old.
• The success rate for one of these premier
research grants is only 12% today upon a first sub-
mission; in 1999, the success rate was 29%.
• Even top scientists may have to submit a grant
applications three times over a two-year period
before they receiving grant funding that is substan-
tially less than it was five years ago.
• When grants are rejected, research institutions
downsize their labs, lay-off post-doctoral fellows,
and the morale suffers, resulting in scientists shy-
ing away from the big research questions.
• In all, only 20% of grants will ultimately be funded.
• First-time investigators received 29% of premier
NIH grants in 1990; today they receive 25% of
those grants.

Dire documentation: 
NIH funding facts
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