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A Note About Research Funding

My research and | have been funded for about 54 years. The starting point was in 1969,
when | was awarded a “work-study” placement with Dr Marvin Levine, who was researching human
problem-solving. When | started working for him | had no idea what “human-problem solving” meant,
but after a month or so | had no doubt that I'd found my life’s calling.

During the next five years, | was a grad student in Dr Lyle Bourne’s lab. In my first year, | ran,
analyzed, wrote up, and published eight experiments (Friedman & Bourne, 1976, JEP:General). | was
able to do this because | had a full-time Research Assistantship (RA); it would have been next to
impossible to collect and analyze so much data if | had had to hold down a “regular” job. Thus, |
began my career with a healthy respect for what grant funds could accomplish.

Two punctate events and one ongoing source of funding have had the most impact on my
research career. The first event occurred in 1979, just after | learned that | had a job offer from the
University of Alberta. Martha Polson and | were awarded a 2-year contract from the US Office of
Naval Research. Fortunately, | was permitted to take my portion of the contract’s funds ($80,000USD)
to Alberta. | used them to buy a state-of-the-art minicomputer, which freed me from many mundane
tasks (described elsewhere) and gave me that time to think and write. In addition, computerizing data
collection eliminated or mitigated many potential sources of variance in the data.

The second event that strongly impacted my research career took place in 2000, when the
newly elected Chair of my department toured all the labs and determined that my 1,000 square feet of
lab space that had been state-of-the-art in 1979 was now a 1,000 square foot white elephant. He
suggested that | apply for a Faculty of Arts “lab upgrade” grant. | did, and the $85,000 CDN I received
enabled me to redesign my lab space to accommodate 12 testing rooms and space for RAs,
meetings, storage, etc. Renovating my lab’s infrastructure had a large and immediate positive impact
on the research productivity of my students and me.

Third, I've had ongoing operating funds from the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research
Counsel of Canada (NSERC) from 1982 through 2017. NSERC's policies promote sanity in the
research enterprise because the duration of their grants is between 3 and 5 years. Thus, | didn’t have
to panic about writing a new grant while trying to understand the data collected during my current
grant period.

Coda: Research should be judged by its quality and impact rather than by the often capricious
amount of funding it has received. At the end of the day, it's not about the money.
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