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Abstract 
 

With support from the National Science Foundation (Grant No. 0811988, “Designing and 
Using FastLane: Distilling Lessons for Cyberinfrastructures”) CBI researchers Jeffrey 
Yost and Thomas Misa conducted oral history interviews with 70 NSF staff members as 
well as numerous additional interviews during 29 university site visits. An overview of 
the project is available at <www.cbi.umn.edu/oh/fastlane/> and a complete set of 643 
publicly available interviews is at <dx.doi.org/10.13020/D6RG6B>.  Here on the CBI 
oral history database is a selection of notable NSF staff including Joseph F. Burt, Jean 
Feldman, C. Suzanne Iacono, Constance McLindon, Carolyn L. Miller, Paul Morris, 
Andrea T. Norris, Erika Rissi, Craig Robinson, Mary F. Santonastasso, Rich Schneider, 
Frank P. Scioli, Beverly Sherman, George Strawn, and Frederic J. Wendling.  Topics 
common to many of the interviews include the design and development of the NSF’s 
FastLane computer system, interactions with users, e-government initiatives, grants 
management practices, peer review, and NSF policies and practices.  These interviews 
span a wide range of NSF staff, from program officers to senior managers. 
 
Erika Rissi provides detail on how the Grants Management Line of Business initiative led 
to the development of Research.gov. 
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Yost:  My name is Jeffrey Yost from the University of Minnesota and I'm here today on 

July 29, 2011 with Erika Rissi at the National Science Foundation. Can you begin by 

briefly giving me background on your education, degrees, and years, and areas of focus? 

 

Rissi:  Sure. I am a graduate of Yale University with a degree in music and after college I 

quickly got into consulting, mainly strategy consulting with federal government clients. 

After a few years of doing that, NSF actually became my client; working with NSF 

primarily in the areas of grants policy, grants streamlining; government-wide grants 

streamlining of policy; streamlining of data; looking at business processes that grants-

making agencies use in trying to understand what drives the variation and looking for 

opportunities to do business in a more common way in order to reduce burden and 

increase the quality of data that we’re collecting. And I did that for about three, three and 

a half years, with NSF as my client. 

 

Yost:  Do you recall what years those were? 

 

Rissi:  Oh, sure. Let’s see, roughly July of 2004, ‘til August of 2007. And it was all under 

the auspices of an Office of Management and Budget [OMB] initiative called the Grants 

Management Line of Business, which came out of ideas around how to use enterprise 

architecture to identify duplication across the federal enterprise and look for opportunities 

to streamline and consolidate business processes, business practices, and systems. And I 

would say that with grants, it initially was very system-focused, and very quickly 

everyone realized that it’s hard to consolidate the systems if the underlying practices, and 



 4 

data, and policies are so inherently different. And so the initiative really moved more into 

an area of looking at looking at those issues and it backed away, really, from the idea of 

trying to consolidate systems and just share services that multiple agencies could use. So 

after doing that as a consultant for a few years, I came on board as a federal employee 

with the National Science Foundation doing many of the same things, but working from 

within the agency. And so not only was I continuing to do those things across multiple 

agencies and working with those work groups, but taking some of those same concepts 

and thoughts and trying to work them within NSF, as well. There’s quite a bit of variation 

to how we do business internally. And if you look at e-Jacket and FastLane, those 

systems are essentially two windows into the same data but they don’t always see eye to 

eye, if that makes sense. [Laughs.] So that’s what I came onboard at NSF to do, and then 

since I’ve been here, the work that we’ve been doing with Research.gov has grown and it 

has gone from the concept phase to really being a system that is in implementation, and 

it’s growing all the time. And I’m really in a position of helping to guide the direction for 

the system. I’m not a technologist. I have worked with technology for many, many years. 

I’ve done project management for web design-type projects in earlier phases of my 

consulting career but where I see my contribution and my focus is more on the 

intersection between the business and the technology. And I helped broker those 

discussions and talked to the technologists in a way that reflects the business but in a way 

that they understand, and vice versa. 

 

Yost:  Okay. When you were a consultant, you were spending time at a number of 

different agencies within government and NSF was just one of those? 
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Rissi:  Yes. 

 

Yost:  Was this directly associated with Grants.gov in any way? 

 

Rissi:  Well, not directly. I would say that the Grants Management Line of Business 

started actually a few years after Grants.gov. Grants.gov was one of the original e-gov 

initiatives. The original e-gov initiatives were very much point solutions; they were 

trying to solve a specific problem. The lines of business initiatives were trying to get at 

more systemic changes so, as the name implies, looking at the entire grants management 

business, and looking for opportunities there. There were other ones; there’s the financial 

management line of business; the HR line of business; and they were all looking; taking a 

similar mindset. These are all core functions that multiple agencies do, and can we gain 

some efficiencies? So the interaction with Grants.gov was more as almost a parallel. We 

came under the same governance structure so we were working with the same agencies. 

Grants.gov had a very focused operational mission which Grants Management Line of 

Business does not have. It’s a very different kind of project; we have almost a global 

perspective and we try and interact with Grants.gov, really on behalf of the other 

agencies, to identify challenges [and] opportunities for how to do business; and look for 

ways to leverage work that’s being done in another area, within Grants.gov and beyond. 
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Yost:  Was there an interest in the internal systems that were in place -- at NSF it was 

obviously E-jacket – but gaining efficiencies by figuring out how NSF’s best practices 

with these systems, or are they very different within the various agencies? 

 

Rissi:  Well, like all of these things, the devil’s in the details. If you look at from the 

50,000-foot view, agencies all do the same thing; the systems all do the same thing. Once 

you actually start peeling away, it looks very different on the ground. For example, most 

agencies do something that they would call a site visit. [Laughs.] Well, what is a site 

visit? It looks very different at different agencies; even within NSF we have a few 

different flavors of site visit. We have a scientific site visit, where it’s really the Program 

Officers going out into the field; looking at the science; look at what’s being done; and 

gauge that from a scientific perspective. We also have kind of an administrative and 

financial site visit, where the administrative side of the house will go in and they’re 

looking at the business systems of the institutions; they’re looking at the institution’s 

capability to manage the financial administrative components of the award. And so when 

we say ‘site visit’, it actually means very different things to different agencies. And what 

you collect on a site visit; the data; the processes that you use vary extremely, depending 

on mission. Clearly a programmatic site visit to look at, you know, a large research 

facility is going to look very different from a site visit to an airport construction project. 

[Laughs.] And that kind of nuance is hard to explain at a policy level to the people that 

are saying oh, agencies should be doing business in a more common way in order to 

reduce burden. Because it’s a very nuanced conversation to have about the tradeoffs 

between efficiency and the mission, because I think that’s oftentimes what we’re talking 
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about. And not to say that we shouldn’t be pursuing efficiencies, but it’s hard to have a 

conversation around how much do you want to; how willing are you to compromise the 

mission for the sake of efficiency, because that’s oftentimes the tradeoff that’s made. 

 

Yost:  Can you tell me about the origin of Research.gov? 

 

Rissi:  Sure. In the early days of the Grants Management Line of Business, there was very 

much an emphasis on developing shared services that agencies could use. And there was 

a process that the Grants Management Line of Business Initiative ran that was essentially 

a competition among the different grants making agencies, and agencies that were 

interested in providing shared services – offering shared services to other grant-making 

agencies – essentially put in proposals to do that and we ran an evaluation. Multiple 

agencies participated; provided their feedback. NSF was one of the agencies that was 

chosen to offer a shared service and the concept that we put forward was Research.gov. 

The idea is to deliver shared services that could be used by multiple research agencies in 

order to improve the interaction between agencies and proposers; or agencies and 

grantees. So in the case of other shared services, they were focused very much on internal 

processing of grants. Research.gov is, in terms of kind of the shared services piece, 

exclusively focused on providing shared services out to grantees. We’re not really 

looking at providing shared services to other agencies; it’s about creating almost a single 

view to the external research community and to doing business with the government. So 

in some ways it’s akin to what Grants.gov was trying to do, but it’s focused more broadly 

than ‘find and apply,’ and it’s tailored specifically to the needs of the research 
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community. I think one of the big lessons learned out of Grants.gov is that if you just 

design to the lowest common denominator, the more sophisticated users are not going to 

have any patience with your solution and they will not use it. [Laughs.]  

 

Yost:  Would it be fair to say that it was in part, NSF’s effort with this was a response to 

the discussions about Grants.gov being a standard system? 

 

Rissi:  Well, that was part of it. It was actually probably more than that. It was a defense 

mechanism. In the Bush administration, the e-gov office that was headed by Karen 

Evans, this concept of shared services was really designed to reduce cost and to reduce 

the number of systems that the government was running and developing. And so there 

was an explicit statement that you will either cross-service others, or you will be cross-

serviced. And so the reaction to Grants.gov came more in looking at the landscape out 

there and coming to the realization that there was no agency that was doing this any 

better than we were at that point in time. I mean, FastLane and E-jacket had their issues, 

but they were better than anything else that was out there and it was not comfortable to 

think about trying to move to another agency. And so it was really, okay, well we need to 

come up with a good strategy so we can continue to do this; provide these services in 

house because that’s what we think our community expects.  

 

Yost:  Research.gov, as I understand it, is exclusively external-looking, in terms of the 

research community. Is there also an internal component that replaces E-jacket? 
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Rissi:  There is. Well, it’s not so much that it; so I would say that our strategy is fairly 

holistic and ever-evolving. It’s useful to have a long term strategy but really, the limits of 

your ability to plan technology, you’re talking six months to a year out at best. And so the 

vision, really, is to modernize FastLane, so that’s all the external components from 

proposal submission, post-award management, our interaction with reviewers; so that’s a 

very clear, pithy statement about what Research.gov is supposed to do. But there’s a 

more complicated message around Research.gov, in that it’s also essentially the 

modernization platform for NSF business services. So that would include the internally-

facing ones. So that would be things like, essentially E-jacket, that the internal review 

functions; how you create panels, how you manage panels, how you collect that review 

material and manipulate it; how you do the internal reporting. So there’s a whole host of 

internal mission-related systems. So we’re not talking the HR systems, the financial 

systems; we’re talking exclusively, you know, the grants management review, merit 

review systems. So it’s this modernization platform for all of that because FastLane, E-

jacket – FastLane more so than E-jacket – they’re on aging platforms and they were 

designed, maybe not optimally, in many ways. I always joke that our data infrastructure 

was designed by mad elves. I mean, someone asks, you know, what’s the answer to this 

question? It’s always like well, where do you want me to look it up because it’s different 

everywhere I look. [Laughs again.] But the reality is that resources are limited and so E-

jacket, for the most part, works. So we’re not trying to just, you know, turn off E-jacket, 

the strategy’s much more, let’s focus on areas where there are big gaps and then try and 

modernize or provide services in those areas. NSF is a fairly automated environment. 

There are not a tremendous number of business processes that are manual, at this point. 
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One of the areas where there is a fair amount of manual activity; I mean they’re 

supported by systems but you have to do a lot of the work. You know you  have your 

Excel spreadsheets, which I count as manual; and you kind of have to fill them out. It’s in 

the merit review area – the process of managing panels; the process of managing ad hoc 

or mail reviews – is very labor intensive. And frankly, that’s an area where there’s a 

tremendous amount of opportunity to provide better solutions. We probably would have 

to look very hard; we would have to probably not pursue a path of putting those within E-

jacket, just because there are better technologies to use. And so it’s more. Research.gov 

works either replacing pieces of E-jacket where that makes sense; but more likely it’s 

about being complementary to E-jacket. So we can’t redo E-jacket; there’s no business 

case to do it. But there are big gaps, for instance, in reporting. Right now, if Program 

Officers want to search for information in proposals, they have to go into E-jacket and 

there’s a fairly rudimentary search function that isn’t really optimized. Can we pause this 

for one moment? 

 

Yost:  Sure. 

 

Rissi:  So some of the areas where I’m trying to; are not maybe squarely Research.gov, 

but it’s about breaking down the barriers between E-jacket and Research.gov. The reality 

is that there’s a whole bunch of fairly standard, easy IT things that we just don’t do, like 

single sign-on. [Laughs.] And we don’t have to rebuild E-jacket if we can just offer 

single sign-on and are much better at integrating the user experience between those two 

systems. So that’s one of the other areas that I think there’s a lot of opportunity. 
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Yost:  Is PARS still in widespread use? And is Research.gov, in part, a component of it to 

replace PARS? 

 

Rissi:  Absolutely. PARS is still in use but components of it have been getting killed off 

for many years [laughs] and so one of the other areas I mentioned, you know, panel 

setup, panel administration. That’s another one of those areas that we’re really trying to 

aggressively pursue so we can get rid of PARS. I think one of the big challenges around 

here is we’ve got a legacy data infrastructure that everyone seems loath to touch because 

it’s hard, but it’s actually really awful. And there’s a limit to what we can do by just 

putting up a pretty wrapper around what I would argue is a fairly substandard data 

infrastructure, but it’s a balance. It is a very daunting prospect to think about exploding 

how we collect, and store, and manipulate proposal data. So I look for opportunities to 

make that argument, sell that concept, and hopefully make it happen. 

 

Yost:  Is another major goal with it to more effectively leverage opportunities to present 

the accomplishments of the scientific research that’s being funded by NSF to Congress 

and to the public? 

 

Rissi:  Yes, that is a major goal of NSF and Research.gov is certainly a place to do that. 

It’s only one of many; you know, we have SEE Innovation; Science, Engineering and 

Education Innovation; which is a website that is within Research.gov that does just that. 

It provides access to basic award information along with the research results that had 
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been reported. And it has information about what infrastructure we support; and it’s all 

highly graphical and; but there are all sorts of other websites and tools that are being 

designed outside of Research.gov to do that same thing. So it’s one of the other places 

that that is happens. 

 

And then there a whole bunch of other initiatives that Research.gov is figuring out. That 

we’re keeping an eye on and trying to figure out how that’s going to impact, not just 

Research.gov, but really NSF more broadly. There’s a movement afoot to develop a fed-

wide researcher profile system that would be managed centrally, and would be leveraged 

by all of the research agencies; would be publicly accessible, where researchers could 

essentially go in and manage profile information. It would be pre-populated with 

publications, and patents, and could be linked with agency systems around awards and 

funding. So lots of things like that. And so one of the challenges for NSF, along with the 

other agencies, is envisioning well, if this existed, how would we use it? What does that 

mean for the profile collection that we do in FastLane? What does that mean for the 

reviewer profile information we collect in PARS? What does that mean for how we pre-

populate proposals? What is the impact on how we report on the impact of NSF-funded 

research? So that’s another one of those areas where we’re trying to figure out how we 

leverage that emerging capability; which is not within NSF, although NSF is at the table. 

 

Yost:  Has there been some major challenges to implementing Research.gov and if so, 

what are they? 
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Rissi:  I would say one of the major challenges is just that our technological aspirations 

are probably bigger than our ability to implement them. So that’s one area. I mean, the 

whole way that government funds and manages IT is interesting. I mean, agencies really 

don’t have IT organizations anymore. What they have are IT policy organizations. And 

then all of the actual IT gets contracted out; but they’re all staffed with people who want 

to be doing IT. And so it’s an interesting conundrum. And then I think another one of the 

challenges is that technology evolves much faster than our ability to implement it. By the 

time we’ve implemented certain technologies, there’s something that’s out there that is 

better. I don’t mean that we always want to be chasing after the new cool tool. That’s not 

really the perspective I’m coming from. It’s more that, you know, we pick technology 

based on the best available data, and the best available technology at the time; and we 

inherit whatever limitations and abilities [it] has. Go down three years; and something is 

now available that allows us to do something that we had wanted to do, but we couldn’t 

because the technology didn’t support it. And it’s impossible to rip out that technology 

that you invested in before because there’s no funding available to do it; and it’s 

impossible to justify making that kind of technology change in such a short time frame. 

So what the government tends to do, I think, in terms of technology is, the government 

will invest in technology; it will be as close to cutting edge as you can; and then five, 10, 

15 years pass before government has an opportunity to invest again in technology. And 

so you look at FastLane, for instance; in no way, shape or form is FastLane cutting edge 

technology. It is not. [Laughs.] And it was at the time. And people still like it because it’s 

pretty simple and it works; and at the end of the day that’s the most important thing from 

the perspective of the researcher. But from an internal perspective, it’s hard to maintain; 
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it’s hard to find people to support some of these technologies; it doesn’t allow us to do 

some of what we want to do because it’s not structured that way; it can’t integrate with 

other tools. So it causes all sorts of problems. So what’s going to happen is eventually 

we’re going to modernize FastLane in Research.gov, and then it will stay there, and it 

will stagnate. And 10, 15, 20 years later there will be another big push to innovate and 

we’ll catch up to where the entire world is, at that point in time. 

 

Yost:  Are government contracting rules and regulations also a challenge in that some 

programmers and developers might be working on a system that takes longer than 

expected; that a new cycle has to done with putting things up for bids? 

 

Rissi:  I don’t really see it that way. I know people talk about that way; [but] I don’t think 

it’s the contracting rules and regulations themselves. I actually think it’s more how 

agencies implement them. For example, there was a big push in federal contracting -- I 

don’t know, maybe five, 10 years ago – to consolidate your IT contracts into single, big 

umbrella contracts. So a lot of agencies did that, NSF being one of them, because the idea 

it’s less management; you’re working with a single entity; it’s easier to integrate; you 

don’t have to worry about integrating different teams. You know there is logic and sense 

to that theory. There’s also a down side to it. The down side thing that; and I think of this 

as a down side. I actually think it’s probably one of the reasons why people like it. One 

down side is you essentially create an outsourced internal IT organization. They’re here, 

they work side by side with [us] day in, day out; but you don’t have to manage them as 

rigorously as you would if you had smaller, unique, well-defined contracts. So they can 
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kind of sit around and wait for us to tell them what to do. And it allows agencies to not 

plan; and it allows agencies to not think strategically about what they want, and to define 

it. It allows us to kind of say well, we’ll figure it out as we go. And that’s inefficient and 

expensive. Also, if you’re going to have a single contract with a large company, you are 

not buying experts in anything; you are buying generalists. They tout that they can go in 

and go back and reach into their pool of their people and pull out the magical specialist 

that you want; I haven’t actually seen that to be the case. You know, those magic 

specialists are highly in demand; and in the hierarchy of government contracting, NSF is 

not it. I mean, they’re going to go to the DODs of the world. They want to go to a big 

agency that does lots of cool stuff.  

 

Yost:  And that has more funds. 

 

Rissi:  Right; and that has more funds. So I actually think it’s very hard to find experts in 

specific technologies. I mean you can find Java developers anywhere; that’s not the 

problem. It’s finding experts in implementing specific search technologies; or specific 

authentification technologies. That can be very, very hard to get staffed out.  

 

Yost:  Who have been the principal partners with NSF with Research.gov, and can you 

talk about what the different agencies have brought to the table with them? 

 

Rissi:  Well, within NSF, it’s a partnership between the CFO’s office and the Office of 

Information Resource Management; so BFA [BFA is the Office of Budget, Finance and 
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Award Management. The head of BFA is the CFO.] and OIRM. And within those two 

organizations, it’s Andrea Norris, who’s the acting CIO; and Mary Santonastasso, who’s 

the Division Director of the Division of Institution and Award Support. So they are the 

executive sponsors. The other science agencies that have partnered with NSF include 

NASA; USDA, the National Institute of Food and Agriculture; and for a time, some 

components within DOD; the Army Research Office was partnering with us for a short 

time. So the agencies, for the most part, are leveraging access to the policy library; which 

is a single resource that provides access to all the agency-specific and government-wide 

policy for the participating agencies. NASA is also using the Research Spending and 

Results capability, which allows them to publicly publish the awards that they make and 

the results of those awards; and it’s a single service that has both NASA and NSF awards. 

And then the National Institute of Food and Agriculture is also using the proposal status 

tool; so it’s a service approach. You know, you buy whatever services you want to use. 

It’s an interesting model and I would say as the emphasis at the government-wide level 

on shared services has abated, interest in Research.gov from the other agencies has also 

abated. Take for instance, DOD. We’ve actually heard from them that because IT is 

funded from a different pot of money than people, it’s not cost effective for them to pay 

us to provide a proposal status service because they have limited IT money, but the 

people can answer the phones to provide status, you know, forever. [Laughs.] So it’s a 

strange world we operate in. And it’s just there’re so many competing priorities in it, and 

it can become very hard to effectively articulate the business case for something like 

Research.gov to other agencies. The grantees love it. You know, the idea that they can go 

to a single place and do business with all the research agencies; ah! It’s their nirvana. But 
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the structure of government isn’t set up to fund the priorities of, you know, the grantees. 

There’s some other calculus that’s going on. 

 

Yost:  What do you see as the greatest successes of Research.gov? 

 

Rissi:  Well, I think some of the things that I’m really proud of; so we’re in the midst 

right now of doing a new design for the project reporting capability, which would 

implement a government-wide standard called the Research Performance Progress 

Report. And this is building on the lessons from FastLane, which is that you listen to your 

users to figure out what they want. But you know, when you have 250,000 users it’s hard 

to [do] that effectively and efficiently. So we’ve kind of used all the experience that we 

have with FastLane and interacting with our PIs, and Sponsored Projects Office staff, 

throughout many, many years to come up with a notional concept. And we’re right now 

engaged with PIs to show them the wire frames and say well, what do you think, and 

collect that feedback. And it’s very important to us. And it’s not lip service; it’s 

something that we’re looking at and analyzing, and we’re making decisions about the 

scope of this capability based directly on what we hear. This is not magic; this is stuff 

that people do all the time. But not so much in government, actually. So that’s one thing 

that I’m really proud of. 

 

I’m also really excited by how NSF is working with the other research agencies around 

the area of standards, and has taken very much of a leadership role. And so it’s a lot of 

Research.gov team members, as well, that are participating in that. I can’t say it’s a 
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Research.gov initiative – it’s broader than that. But was the head of NSF policy that 

drove the development of the Research Performance Progress Report policy. And then, 

you know, I stepped in and said, policy’s well and good, but we need a data dictionary 

and the xml schema to go along with it! [Laughs.] So she handed that off and that’s what 

we’ve been doing since then. So we’ve really, I think, tried to move the ball forward in 

this conversation about government-wide standards, and developing those, and figuring 

out how to implement them. 

 

Yost:  As I understand it, a new requirement with grants is having a data [management] 

plan?  

 

Rissi:  Yes. 

 

Yost:  Has Research.gov been involved with either being a tool or recommending 

standards; or is there any involvement with Research.gov in that? 

 

Rissi:  Not so much. I mean, the data management plan comes in on the proposal and, 

you know, it’s the policies that dictate what that data management plan needs to 

encompass. So that’s pretty squarely outside of Research.gov today. Although I can see 

intersections on the horizon. I think there’s a conversation going on about; so we’ve got 

the data management plan requirement being implemented now. Now we need to look at 

it in a couple years to see if it’s turning out the way we expected it to turn out. I think, 

like most things, they’re going to look at it and say well, we didn’t actually get what we 
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thought we wanted out of this. [Laughs.] And so, you know, there will be a process of re-

evaluation and reassessing where we are; and I could see a role for technology. And to 

the extent that Research.gov is aware of where innovative things are happening at NSF, it 

could have a role to play. What that might look like? I don’t know. I mean; we are 

Research.gov, and NSF more broadly, are investing in data warehouse, business 

intelligence capabilities, and robust search capabilities; and we’re doing things around, 

you know, unstructured text and trying to pull meaning from unstructured text; and 

working actually very closely with Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences 

Directorate. They’ve got a really cool program there called Star Metrics, which I don’t 

know if you’ve heard about, but that’s super cool stuff. And so they’re doing very 

interesting work on topic modeling. NSF and Division of Information Systems does not 

have the technical research knowhow [or] bandwidth to solve topic modeling, or to do 

topic modeling. No. That’s way beyond what we’re supposed to be doing and that’s way 

beyond what we have the capabilities to do. But what we can do is to figure out how to 

integrate with that topic modeling work that’s being done and overlay the topic models 

on top of our administrative data and allow you to manipulate that administrative data 

based on that topic modeling, and get really cool answers. 

 

[Break in interview.] 

 

Yost:  What about funding for Research.gov; what’s been the type of funding and the 

general level of funding for the initiative? 

 



 20 

Rissi:  You know, I’m going to have to provide guesstimates on that; I don’t have the 

exact numbers in front of me. But I think the funding has fluctuated between say $10 

million and $15, $17 million, annually; which sounds very, very high when you look at 

what is actually available there. And part of that is because most of that investment has 

been in standing up the basic infrastructure. It’s standing up the external hosting 

environment; it’s not hosted on NSF’s third floor data center. It’s all outside; which is a 

new model for NSF. And so that’s been a significant investment that users can’t see or 

touch and don’t understand why it costs so much. There are investments in the software. 

NSF didn’t, until six months ago, have a business intelligence or data warehouse 

capability. If you wanted to get information about NSF you had to do like a custom SQL 

query and there is a limit on what kind of information you can access. And certainly, 

unless you know how to write SQL queries, you’re kind of blind. So that kind of 

investment you know you have to buy it, and then you have to figure out how to use it. 

And so it’s only once you’ve figured out how to use that people can actually see it and 

appreciate it. And that’s where we are now. Things like investing in single sign-on 

techniques; and investing in search capabilities. Those are all core infrastructure 

investments that you have them in a place and then you kind of have to figure out how to 

deliver services on top of them. So we’re a point now where we have got the core 

infrastructure, and all along we’ve developed things on top of it kind of incrementally. 

Now we have tools in place that form a good foundation for delivering services, I think.  

 

Yost:  With FastLane, we understand that it was the first instance where DIS was able to 

use evaluation funds for technology because it was externally facing. Is that also true 
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with Research.gov? It’s not limited to purely administrative funds, which NSF obviously 

tries to keep low. 

 

Rissi:  Yeah, no; it is. Probably about I guess, now, we’re two or three years into it. I 

don’t if anyone has talked to you – I’m sure they have – had talked to you about the 

program related technology?  

 

Yost:  No. 

 

Rissi:  No? NSF has, by appropriation in a couple different areas; and historically, the 

funding for IT came out of the administrative appropriations. And then the P&E funding; 

the Program and Evaluation funding was a separate account; essentially a tax that got 

applied to the program funds. And that money is very high in demand; it’s not a stable 

funding source. IT is the kind of thing you [need] stable funding for and that was not the 

situation we were in. So a few years ago, the IT organization worked with the Budget 

Division, and then worked with our appropriators, to essentially; added an additional 

funding mechanism called Program Related Technology, which is another tax, but it’s 

dedicated to IT. I don’t know the specifics of how it works, but it gets applied to the 

program funding and it is used specifically for the mission-related technologies. So it 

funds Research.gov; it funds a portion of I-TRAK, which is going to be the financial 

management system; the pilot financial management system that we’re working on; so it 

would fund that kind of technology. So it essentially increases the amount of overall IT 

funding that was available and it’s much more stable. But NSF is still a fairly lean IT 
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operation. I mean if you look at our overall IT budget, it works out to about one, one-and-

a-half percent of our total appropriations. That includes both the administrative; the 

money coming out of the administrative accounts; as well as PRT and P&E. I have no 

idea what other organizations look like, but one to one-and-a-half percent is very, very 

little considering everything is supported through IT. 

 

Yost:  And finally, are there topics I haven’t covered that you think are essential to 

understanding Research.gov? 

 

Rissi:  Hmm. You know, I don’t know; FastLane is an interesting legacy to have. You 

hear people talk about FastLane and it’s like it’s the ‘cat’s meow’; it’s the best thing 

that’s ever existed. And it’s really not. [Laughs.] I’ve only been at NSF for three years so 

I haven’t used the system extensively; you know, I go in there; I look it so I can figure 

out where we need to go from now. But in terms of people’s expectations around what 

technology can do for them, FastLane doesn’t really do any of that. But it’s easy to use, 

and it’s reliable, and it’s certainly better than Grants.gov. 

 

Yost:  And that’s a lot of what the research community’s looking for. 

 

Rissi:  Exactly. So their bar is pretty low, let’s put it that way. And their bar is not going 

to stay low forever. I mean if you look at what some of the other funding agencies are 

doing, there are some interesting technologies out there. They are trying to innovate; 

trying to do things to reduce the burden on their community; and as best as I can tell, 
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doing it fairly effectively. So it’s going to be a challenge for NSF to maintain its 

reputation around kind of how their IT supports the research community. Research.gov is 

supposed to be the answer to that; but I think there’s just some structural barriers to how 

government is organized and how government IT works, that’s going to make that very 

difficult. 

 

Yost:  Okay. Thank you, this has been very helpful.  

 

Rissi:  You’re welcome. 


