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Exclusive: NSF faces radical shake-up as officials abolish its
37 divisions
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The National Science Foundation (NSF), already battered by White House directives and staff
reductions, is plunging into deeper turmoil. According to sources who requested anonymity for fear
of retribution, staff were told today that the agency’s 37 divisions—across all eight NSF
directorates—are being abolished and the number of programs within those divisions will be
drastically reduced. The current directors and deputy directors will lose their titles and might be
reassigned to other positions at the agency or elsewhere in the federal government.

The consolidation appears to be driven in part by President Donald Trump’s proposal to cut the
agency’s $4 billion budget by 55% for the 2026 fiscal year that begins on 1 October. NSF’s
decision to abolish its divisions could also be part of a larger restructuring of the agency’s
grantmaking process that involves adding a new layer of review. NSF watchers fear that a smaller,
restructured agency could be more vulnerable to pressure from the White House to fund research
that suits its ideological bent.
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As soon as this evening, NSF is also expected to send layoff notices to an unspecified number of
its 1700-member staff. The remaining staff and programs will be assigned to one of the eight,
smaller directorates. Staff will receive a memo on Friday “with details to be finalized by the end of
the fiscal year,” sources tell Science. The agency is also expected to issue another round of
notices tomorrow terminating grants that have already been awarded, sources say. In the past 3
weeks, the agency has pulled the plug on almost 1400 grants worth more than $1 billion.

A spokesperson for NSF says the rationale for abolishing the divisions and removing their leaders
is “to reduce the number of SES [senior executive service] positions in the agency and create new
nonexecutive positions to better align with the needs of the agency.”

NSF receives more than 40,000 proposals a year, roughly one-quarter of which are funded. And
division directors wield great authority over the outcome. “Although division directors do many
things, their main job is to concur on grant recommendations,” says one former NSF staffer.

The initial vetting is handled by hundreds of program officers, all experts in their field and some of
whom are on temporary leave from academic positions. After collecting input from outside
reviewers, program managers pick the strongest proposals and ask their division director to
concur with their recommendation for funding. For all but the biggest grants, the division director’s
endorsement is the final approval step. That system is unlike the one used by the National
Institutes of Health, where advisory councils for each institute have the final say and rely on
ratings from a panel of outside experts.

Last week, staff were briefed on a new process for vetting grant proposals that are found to be out
of step with a presidential directive on diversity, equity, and inclusion, which bans any research
that preferentially favors one demographic group or excludes participation by other groups.
Program managers can make minor adjustments to bring a proposal into compliance, according to
a slide presentation obtained by Science. In the new structure, even if a revised proposal gets the
green light from a division director, a new body whose membership has not been determined will
take a fresh look to ensure it conforms to the agency’s new standard for making awards.

This is a developing story.
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