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The Trump administration is sharpening its efforts to control the scientific narrative. In a 

series of measures over the past year its operatives have worked to cut basic research, 

while injecting political criteria into the grant selection process. This isn’t an academic 

concern, as science sits at the root of the innovation machine that makes the U.S. secure 

and our economy competitive. 

Let’s acknowledge first that political priorities do influence grantmaking. DEI and climate 

goals have been embedded in federal grants for years. To what extent they should be 

included can be debated, but there has always been a peer review process and they’re just 

one piece of a broad spectrum of criteria in the grantmaking process. In the last year, 

however, more than 7800 federal grants have been cancelled or suspended, largely 

because they contained the wrong keywords. Multi-year grants have been terminated even 

after research teams had been assembled and work was underway. At the University of 

California alone more than 1000 grants were ended. 

Fortunately, the large cuts proposed by the administration to funding at the National 

Institutes of Health (NIH) were later restored by Congress, but funding through the 

National Science Foundation is still at risk. The upshot is that even where funding has been 

restored the process through which universities and others hire promising young scientists 

has been disrupted - disbanding labs, discouraging scientific careers (many young 

scientists later work for industry, so business is also affected), sending research overseas, 

and impacting the long-term national innovation pipeline. 

There’s also a push toward applied research at the expense of fundamental research. 

Grants for basic research in quantum and other emerging technologies are being 

significantly cut back in favor of research with near-term applications. But this shouldn’t be 

an either-or proposition - we clearly need both. 

A new regulation proposed by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB-2026-0034-

0001) would take the issue of administrative control further. Under this proposal a senior 



administration appointee would be required to review all grant awards before they are 

issued to assure alignment with the administration’s political priorities. This constitutes an 

effective veto over fields of research even where a proposal has gone through peer review 

(which in this scheme would be “advisory” only). By explicitly politicizing the awarding of 

grants this dilution of scientific merit as a criterion for awards could weaken America’s 

prominence in science and technology, abdicating leadership in entire fields of research 

and driving talented individuals to pursue their education and research elsewhere. 

 

The proposal also gives discretionary authority at the administrative level to terminate or 

suspend grants during an award period if they are deemed to be not aligned with agency 

priorities or an administration’s interests. Historically funds, once awarded, have been 

subject to termination only under specific circumstances such as fraud or non-compliance, 

but now they could be ended at will. By reducing transparency in the administration of 

federal awards and by calling into question the reliability and stability of research funding, 

this could negatively impact decisions made by universities on the offer of positions to 

students and young scientists. It could also impact the ability of universities and scientific 

research institutions to enter into long-term partnerships with organizations and businesses 

on projects that require consistency of focus and long-term investment, such as clinical 

trials.  

 

There is always room for improvement in how federal programs are administered, and 

science is no exception. The explicit introduction of political criteria into the grantmaking 

process, however, is of a different order, with consequences that may ultimately weaken 

our technology leadership and economic competitiveness. Businesses have an interest in 

the outcome of this debate and should make their voices heard. 
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