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Why an Independent Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences Directorate?

By way of history: The Social, Behavioral, and Economics (SBE) Directorate was born out of the

Biological, Behavioral and Social Sciences Directorate in 1990 on the recommendation of a

taskforce (Adapting to the Future - Report of the BIO Task Force [.ooking to the 21st Century).
e According to the report, “...emerging theories and concepts in the various behavioral

and social sciences will be extremely important in our understanding of the sweeping
changes taking place in human societies...”

e “Scientists in the [social, economic, and psychological sciences] disciplines need an
environment within NSF which fosters the particular styles of research and education
they practice, and which meets their needs more exactly... Proper administration of
these disciplines requires special attention, talent, and policies.”

e Another core consideration for the recommendation for a separate directorate was the
appropriateness of expertise in merit review and NSF staffing.

The National Science Foundation (NSF) Mission Demands the Social, Behavioral, and
Economic Sciences - NSF's mandate covers all fundamental scientific disciplines.
Understanding human behavior and social systems is as central to science as understanding the
natural world, and is best served in a standalone directorate.

Administration Priorities and Societal Challenges Require SBE at the Table - Grand
challenges — Al governance, public health, national security — cannot be addressed by natural
or physical sciences alone. They require rigorous understanding of human decision-making,
institutional behavior, and economic incentives. A dedicated directorate ensures SBE researchers
are full partners in NSF's priority initiatives, not afterthoughts grafted onto engineering or
biology programs, limiting the ultimate success.
e Example: H.R. 3153 - Expanding Findings for Federal Opioid Research and Treatment
Act, PL. 116-335
o Sec. 2 Directs National Science Foundation, in collaboration with National
Institutes of Health shall support merit reviewed and competitively awarded
research on the science of opioid addiction.

Distinct Theories, Methodologies, and Tools Require Dedicated Expertise - SBE disciplines
use research methods — surveys, field experiments, ethnography, econometric modeling,
behavioral experiments — that differ fundamentally from other scientific methodologies.
Program officers with deep SBE expertise are essential for rigorous and meaningful peer review.
Limiting the disciplines to be in service to other sciences across STEM-focused directorates risks
missing opportunities to support innovative science if grants are evaluated by reviewers
unfamiliar with qualitative methods, causal inference strategies, or social scientific standards of
evidence.
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Talent Pipeline and Field Development - The SBE Directorate funds not just research but the
training of future social and behavioral scientists — through graduate fellowships, postdoctoral
programs, and research infrastructure including longitudinal datasets and survey platforms.
Computational methods in behavioral and social sciences require new scientists to advance
cutting edge methods. (See below for a list of disciplines supported by SBE.)

Interdisciplinary SBE Research Falls Through the Cracks Without a Home - Much of the most
valuable SBE work is inherently cross-cutting — including behavioral economics, cognitive
neuroscience, political psychology, environmental sociology. However, the insights from these
fields are only possible thanks to the deeper investment in talent, theories, methods, and tools.
A standalone directorate serves as an institutional anchor that advances these fields to leverage
across NSF and ensure this cross-disciplinary work has a champion.

The SBE Directorate Has an Established Track Record - SBE funded work has led to
breakthroughs that contributed to the development of LLMs, Al, and other critical technologies;
methods that spawn innovation and the incentives to see inventions activated in the
marketplace (commercialization); advances in national security and preparedness; and
incentives enhancing economic prosperity for all Americans. Remember, since 1997, each year
when Nobel prizes in Economics were announced, SBE had funded at least one of the prize
winners - totalling 73 of the 99 laureates.

International Competitiveness - Peer nations — including the EU, through its European
Research Council — invest substantially in social and behavioral sciences. Dismantling or
degrading SBE's institutional standing would weaken U.S. leadership in fields that directly
inform economic policy, public health response, national security, and diplomacy.

Core SBE Disciplines — Undergraduate Majors

e Economics
o Economics
o Applied Economics
o Mathematical Economics
o Political Economy

e Psychology

o Psychology
Cognitive Psychology
Behavioral Neuroscience / Biopsychology
Industrial-Organizational Psychology
Developmental Psychology

o O O O O

Social Psychology
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Sociology
o Sociology
o Criminology / Criminal Justice
o Demography / Population Studies

Anthropology
o Anthropology
Cultural Anthropology
Biological / Physical Anthropology
Archaeology

o O O O

Linguistic Anthropology

Political Science
o Political Science
o International Relations
o Public Policy / Public Administration

Communication & Media
o Communication Studies
o Media Studies
o Journalism (research-oriented)

Geography (Human/Social)
o Human Geography
o Urban Studies / Urban Planning

Linguistics
o Linguistics
o Cognitive Science (jointly with philosophy, CS, neuroscience)

Interdisciplinary & Emerging Fields
o Behavioral Economics
Cognitive Science
Environmental Studies / Human Dimensions of Environment
Science, Technology & Society (STS)
Social Data Science / Computational Social Science
Public Health (behavioral and social components)
Area Studies (e.g., East Asian Studies, Middle Eastern Studies)
Law & Society
Neuroscience (behavioral/social emphasis)

o 0O 0O 0O 0O O O O O

Decision Sciences
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o Human Development / Family Studies
o Education (social science research track)
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