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The NNI (Sept 2008:3) promotes a vision for“…a future in which the ability to understand and control matter at the nanoscale leads to a revolution in technology and industry that benefits society.” NSF stands alone among the 25 members of the NNI in its solid commitment to societal implications research and the knowledge it can provide about the complexities of this unfolding revolution and the factors driving and constraining its possibilities for shared benefit in the 21st century.  
The legacy of NSF’s societal nano Centers? First, the funding of Centers—the two 3-yr-old NSECs that are Centers for Nanotechnology in Society at UCSB and ASU—represents a relatively rare way to organize and implement social research (outside the health sciences). Because center support offers larger scale of operation, longer timelines for research, and flexible planning,  and because we were founded relatively upstream in the R&D process, the CNS has created a demonstrable “ripple effect,” rapidly generating a significant cluster of multidisciplinary collaborative research on a large range of social, economic, cultural, historical, political, & psychological dimensions of technological change. At NSF’s instigation, the Centers have also taken the lead in development of a national network of societal implications researchers [this map shows extent in US in 2008 alone]; in less than 3 years the network has organized itself into a new international scholarly organization-S-NET—the first conference will be held in Seattle in Sept 2009 and you’re all invited to join us.  

Most important, the multidisciplinary collaborative research that centers enable and a flourishing network extends is generating new understandings—in our UCSB center alone this work spans policy history, many facets of the complex, new and rapidly changing globalized innovation system, and the contending, shifting, and only sometimes coalescing views held by key societal actors in nanotechnological change—NGOs, media new and old, and a multicultural public. These latter are engaging with emerging nanotechnologies through a bundle of often contradictory views, the understanding of which is essential for risk governance. They, like we, are conflicted about the US’s slumping economy and job security at home, our place in the global economy, competition for access to new commodities, urgent need for new energy efficiencies and alternatives, concerns about health and health care, educational hopes for themselves and their children, and desire for a better future here and abroad (or at least not a significantly worse one). The NNI comes with a special mandate for public involvement, one the Obama administration is likely to reinforce and extend, and our research on means for multi-cultural engagement and debate will be an increasingly useful resource for the NSE world as well as policymakers and industry.
Our Center has launched new mechanisms to bridge that age old division between science and social science, and these new bonds are leading in unexpected directions as we co-educate and train a new generation of NSE and social scientists about the social, cultural, environmental, economic, and political contexts and value systems around the globe in which new technologies are emerging. In these educational and training programs and other contexts, we see an unprecedented mutuality of interaction beween physical sciences and social sciences that center status has both demanded and enabled; we are continuing to forge new and deeper ties with the NSE—some of them with those of you in the room. To name just a few—we’ve been involved from the start w/ the UCSB CNSI and its former director Evelyn Hu; UCSB MRSEC and MRL director Craig Hawker has just joined the CNS-UCSB Executive Committee; Bob Westervelt has been a valued member of our National Advisory Board from the start; CNS-UCSB is a partner and I am directly involved with the new UC CEIN led by Andre Nel that you’ll hear about on Fri; UCSB colleague Nobel Laureate Alan Heeger just led a public outreach event for us last month in Santa Barbara on nano energy applications; and our major international conference planned for Nov 2009 here in Washington DC on Emerging Economies/Emerging Technologies: Nanotechnology for Equitable Development is partnered with the Woodrow Wilson IC and co-sponsored enthusiastically by our UCSB College of Engineering and the new Institute for Energy Efficiency led by John Bowers. NSF Center support is directly responsible for many of these synergies and the relatively new involvement of social scientists in them. Predicting the future is beyond my capacity, but I can say that this enterprise is headed on a course that aligns well with the direction of change in Washington, the US and the global society. (And I’d like to add that to that end, we’ve generously donated our National Advisory Board chair, Tom Kalil, to the Obama administration in science and technology policy.)
