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Bolstering the Role of HBCUs in

Federal Research and Development

Equitable R&D funding is key to unleashing HBCUs’ wellspring of innovation
to improve America’s health, economic growth, and national security.

By Sara Partridge, Victor Santos, and David K. Sheppard September 24, 2025
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Introduction and summary

A cutting-edge cybersecurity tool to monitor intrusions on data networks, an
innovative system to improve stormwater management, and a new imaging system
to improve detection of skin cancers' are all recent U.S. patents awarded to Morgan
State University, one of the nation’s 107 historically Black colleges and universi-
ties (HBCUs). In 2023, Morgan State, located in Baltimore, Maryland, received 13
patents, a record for the number awarded to an HBCU in a single year.>

Although the number of patents granted for innovations created by HBCUs has
accelerated in recent years, historically Black colleges and universities still receive
a disproportionately low share of federal research funding.? HBCUs received less
than 1 percent—o0.91 percent—of the approximately $60 billion in federal research
and development (R&D) expenditures at colleges and universities in fiscal year
2023, despite the fact that they constitute 3.2 percent of U.S. four-year, degree-
granting colleges and universities.* (see Figure 1)

The last time that HBCUs received more than 1 percent of federal R&D funding
was in FY 2017.5 Combined, the 57 HBCUs that received federal R&D awards in
FY 2023 accounted for about $539.5 million in funding or approximately 16 per-
cent of the funding that the highest-ranked federal R&D award recipient, Johns
Hopkins University, received, which was more than $3.3 billion.® Florida A&M
University ranked highest among HBCUs for federal research awards, receiving
$54.3 million in federal R&D funds in FY 2023, putting it in 169th place among
U.S. colleges and universities.”

Since 2018, the share of federal R&D funding received by HBCUs has averaged
0.87 percent, far below the 3.2 percent level that would represent parity.® There
has been a steady decline in federal R&D funding for HBCUs, which reached a
high of 1.29 percent in 2012, although there was a slight upward tick beginning in
2022 and 2023.°
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FIGURE 1

Since 2010, the share of federal research and development (R&D)
funding historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) have
received has consistently remained below 3 percent, which would
represent parity

Share of federally funded R&D awards to institutions of higher education that
HBCUs received, fiscal years 2010-2023
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Note: The table does not include data for institutions that received less than $1 million in research funding that filled out the
short-form survey because the survey does not include data disaggregated by agency. Institutions that filled out the short-form
survey received about 0.3 percent of federal grant funding in 2023..

Source: Authors' calculations based on National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, “Higher Education Research
and Development (HERD) Survey,” data files for custom analysis, 2010-2023, available at https://ncses.nsf.gov/ex-
plore-data/microdata/higher-education-research-development.

These disparities in federal research spending should be understood in the wider
context of funding disparities for HBCUs at both the state and federal levels,
which have persisted since the founding of the first HBCUs in the late 1830s.
The historic underfunding of HBCUs has affected every operational facet of these
essential institutions, including the resources available to pay staff, provide stu-

dent financial aid, maintain facilities, and develop research infrastructure.
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Federal R&D propels U.S. economic growth

Colleges and universities are critical venues for innovation and knowledge
development and account for nearly 40 percent of federal research and develop-
ment that occurs outside of the federal government." Research and development
is a set of activities defined by the National Center for Science and Engineering
Statistics as “creative and systematic work undertaken to increase the stock of
knowledge—including knowledge of humankind, culture, and society—and to
devise new applications of available knowledge.”> Research leads to discoveries,
while development formulates practical applications for these breakthroughs.
This research also informs public policy for everything from health care to educa-
tion and the environment, providing an evidence base for best practices in both
the public and private sectors.

Research cuts, grant freezes, and anti-DEl initiatives
threaten the R&D ecosystem

Shortly after taking office for his second term, President Donald Trump issued
two executive orders directing agencies to terminate “equity-related” grants
and end all programs and activities linked to diversity, equity, and inclusion
(DEI).® Quickly thereafter, the administration announced a funding freeze
affecting thousands of programs across dozens of federal agencies to ensure
that they complied with these directives In addition, on February 14, 2025,
the Trump administration issued a “Dear Colleague” letter, or sub-regulatory
guidance, that prohibited DEI programs in education. In August 2025, a district
court found that the U.S. Department of Education did not follow the necessary
procedures for issuing such guidance® Further, in July, the U.S. Department

of Justice issued a memorandum that further framed DEI programs as being
in violation of antidiscrimination law, an interpretation that many legal experts
reject and has not yet been upheld in court.®

As a part of the Trump administration’s wide-ranging efforts to halt DEI pro-

grams, grants and contracts viewed as in opposition to that stance across the
federal government have been targeted for termination. As a consequence,
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many have been canceled, frozen, or remain in limbo.” According to a recent
Center for American Progress analysis, more than 4,000 grants issued to 600
universities in states across the country have been affected by the administra-
tion’s actions, totaling between $3.3 billion and $3.7 billion in estimated cuts.®
These include more than 1,000 National Science Foundation grants that were
terminated in May 2023 because they were deemed to advance diversity,
equity, and inclusion.’®

In addition, affected grants comprise numerous HBCU projects and programs,
including programs that help underrepresented students earn degrees in STEM
fields, climate-focused agricultural initiatives, and programs that assist minor-
ity-owned small businesses.?® For example, National Science Foundation grants
to HBCUs were frozen for a program at Alabama A&M University that exposed
students to careers in the semiconductor workforce; for a Prairie View A&M
University initiative that funded academic support to help more students earn
STEM degrees; and for a program at Clark Atlanta University that supported
graduate research in biomedical sciences for underrepresented students.?!

Separate from the announced grant terminations, other federal actions — many Learn more:
https://www.american-
progress.org/article/

of Government Efficiency (DOGE), including layoffs at federal agencies and mapping-federal-funding-
cuts-to-us-colleges-and-
universities/

directed at individual institutions, along with those enacted by the Department

changes to the federal grantmaking processes — have created R&D fund-

ing challenges.?? For example, the application process for the Research and
Development Infrastructure (RDI) grant program, an important program provid-
ing funding for research infrastructure at HBCUs, has not yet opened for 2025,
even though funding was appropriated by Congress in the FY 2025 continuing
resolutions and applications have been due in July in previous years.??

Finally, the president’s proposed budget for FY 2026 has massive cuts to fed-
eral research, including a 57 percent cut to the National Science Foundation,

a 40 percent cut to the National Institutes of Health (NIH), a 53 percent cut to
the Centers for Disease Control, and a 47 percent to NASA’s science budget.?*
These cuts would decimate agencies that conduct some of the world’s most
important medical and scientific research and hinder the entire scientific and
research community, including researchers at HBCUs.

These cuts would affect not just the present, but also the future of scientific
research and the U.S. economy. One study estimates that a 25 percent cut to
federal R&D spending would result in a 3.8 percent reduction in gross domestic
product over the course of two to three decades, an effect comparable to that
of the Great Recession.?®
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The federal R&D ecosystem is a key pillar of the U.S. economy, as it fosters
innovation and economic growth and helps build a highly trained workforce.
The Trump administration should continue to support federal research and
development and distribute the funds that Congress has appropriated for its
intended purposes, including to ensure HBCUs can continue their mission to
research, innovate, and train the country’s future workforce.

The societal benefits of R&D are immense and wide-ranging. Research and devel-
opment efforts drive economic growth, spur technological innovation, raise living
standards, and improve human health.* Institutions of higher education spent
$109 billion on R&D in 2023, of which $60 billion was federally funded.” Federally
funded R&D at universities has contributed to the creation of new technolo-

gies such as touch screens, batteries, smartphones, and electric vehicles; medi-

cal breakthroughs, including new antibiotics and gene editing; and agricultural
advances such as crop genetics, to name a few.>®

TABLE 1

A vast majority of federal research and development (R&D)
funding at universities supports scientific research, with more
than half supporting life sciences fields such as health and
medicine

Share of federal R&D funding distributed to institutions of higher education by
academic field, 2023

Field Share of federal R&D funding
Life sciences 56.90%
Engineering 18.30%
Physical sciences 7.80%
Geosciences, atmospheric sciences, and ocean sciences 4.50%
Computer and information sciences 410%
Non-science and engineering 2.90%
Social sciences 2.00%
Psychology 1.60%
Mathematics and statistics 110%
Other sciences 0.80%

Source: Authors’ calculations based on National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, “Higher Education Research
and Development (HERD) Survey,” data files for custom analysis, 2010-2023, available at https://ncses.nsf.gov/explore-data/
microdata/higher-education-research-development.
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Federal R&D spending is principally conducted in the sciences; more than half
(57 percent) is in the life sciences, which primarily represents medical and other
health research. The second largest category, representing 18 percent of expen-
ditures, is in the field of engineering, with the electrical, computer, mechanical,
aerospace, and biomedical engineering subfields receiving the most funding.
Smaller shares go to the physical sciences (8 percent), geosciences (5 percent),
computer sciences (4 percent), and mathematics (1 percent). Relatively small
shares of expenditures go to psychology and other social science fields (4 percent)
and non-science and engineering fields (3 percent).

R&D spending, therefore, primarily represents investments in the country’s
health, technology, and scientific knowledge. It helps researchers solve prob-
lems, discover new tools, improve efficiency, and increase human knowledge in

a variety of fields, both theoretical and practical. Many of the discoveries made
by university researchers are transferred to the private sector, which then allows
businesses, consumers, and the public to benefit.” R&D activities drive emerging
industries and create new technologies that contribute to economic growth and

improve international competitiveness.*

When the share of R&D funds awarded to HBCUs is disaggregated by agency,
nearly all the individual agencies also fall below the aforementioned 3 percent
target funding level that would reflect parity in the higher education space.®

(see Table 2) The U.S. Department of Agriculture, which distributes statutorily
required funding to land-grant HBCUs—also called 1890 institutions, for the year
of their founding legislation—is an exception, with about 6.5 percent of its R&D
funding going to HBCUs, primarily in the agricultural sciences.?> However, because
the 19 HBCU land-grant universities (LGUs) comprise 17 percent of the nation’s
112 LGUs, the share of funding received by HBCUs still falls below a proportional
level.® With several major grant programs targeting HBCUs, the Department of
Education also awards a relatively high share of its R&D funding to HBCUs at 5.33
percent.>* The Small Business Administration, which has a track record of part-
nering with HBCUs since at least the 1980s, also ranked highly, with 5.49 percent
of its funding going to HBCUs.> Of the 43 federal agencies that distributed R&D
funding to institutions of higher education in 2023, 17 agencies (40 percent) allo-
cated no funding to HBCUs. (see Table 2)

The federal R&D landscape is highly concentrated at the top. The 69 American
universities comprising the membership of the Association of American
Universities (AAU), an association representing the top U.S. research universi-
ties, received $37.8 billion, or 63 percent of all federal R&D funds, in 2023, despite
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accounting for only 2.5 percent of four-year, degree-granting institutions in the
United States.*® Currently, there are no HBCUs with research production levels
high enough to be included as members of the AAU.>

Accounting for 55.5 percent of federal R&D funding in 2023, the U.S. Department
and Health and Human Services (HHS) awards a de minimis share of its funding
to HBCUs (0.54 percent).?® Most of the federal R&D funding from HHS is used
for medical and health research through the NIH. By comparison, AAU mem-
bers received $21.9 billion or 66 percent of HHS funding in FY 2021.% The U.S.
Department of Defense (DOD), which accounted for the second-highest share of
federal R&D funding in 2023 with 15.2 percent, also awards a minuscule share—
0.40 percent—of its funding to HBCUs.* Similarly, members of the AAU received
64 percent of total R&D funding from DOD in 2023.# Because these two agencies
together account for $7 out of every $10 that go to universities for R&D, it is essen-
tial that they are prioritized in efforts to achieve R&D funding parity for HBCUs.+

TABLE 2

The agencies that award the most R&D funding, the departments
of Health and Human Services and Defense, provide
disproportionately low shares to HBCUs, while 17 agencies did
not award any funds to HBCUs

Total R&D funding awarded to institutions of higher education and share received
by HBCUs, by federal agency, 2023

Rank Agency Total funding HBCU share

1 Department of Health and Human Services $33.1B 0.54%

2 Department of Defense $9B 0.40%

3 National Science Foundation $6.7B 1.48%

4 Department of Energy $2.7B 0.65%

5 National Aeronautics and Space Administration $2.3B 0.93%

6 Department of Agriculture $1.7B

7 Department of Commerce $934.1M 1.37%

8 Department of Education $735.2M

9 Department of Transportation $513.9M 1.07%

10 Other agencies not listed $4421M 0.09%

1 Department of the Interior $344.4M 0.51%

12 U.S. Agency for International Development $231M 0.07%

13 Department of Homeland Security $1971M 1.84%

14 Department of Justice $129.2M 016%

15 Department of Veterans Affairs $112.9M 014%
continues
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Rank Agency Total funding HBCU share
16 Environmental Protection Agency $107.4M 0.49%
17 Department of State $60.8M 0.52%
18 Department of the Treasury $55.2M 1.80%
19 Department of Labor $34M 2.80%
20 Office of the Director of National Intelligence $27.8M 0.00%
21 Small Business Administration $24.7M
22 National Endowment for the Humanities $20M 217%
23 Department of Housing and Urban Development $19.3M 2.02%
24 Social Security Administration $181M 018%
25 Central Intelligence Agency $71M 0.00%
26 Corporation for National and Community Service $6.8M 1.98%
27 Institute of Museum and Library Services $6.1M 2.31%
28 Nuclear Regulatory Commission $6.1M 0.00%
29 Executive Office of the President $51M 0.00%
30 Smithsonian Institution $3.2M 0.00%
31 Millennium Challenge Corporation $3M 0.00%
32 National Endowment for the Arts $2.9M 0.00%
33 Tennessee Valley Authority $2.9M 0.28%
34 Office of Personnel Management $2.5M 0.00%
35 Consumer Product Safety Commission $21M 0.00%
36 National Archives and Records Administration $2M 0.00%
37 General Services Administration $1.5M 0.00%
38 Appalachian Regional Commission $1.5M 0.00%
39 Federal Communications Commission $922K 0.00%
40 Election Assistance Commission $421K 0.00%
41 Northern Border Regional Commission $412K 0.00%
42 U.S. Institute of Peace $260K 0.00%
43 Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts $64K 0.00%

Note: The table does not include data for institutions that received less than $1 million in research funding that filled out the short-
form survey because the survey does not include data disaggregated by agency. Institutions that filled out the short-form survey
received about 0.3 percent of federal grant funding in 2023.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, “Higher Education Research
and Development (HERD) Survey,” data files for custom analysis, 2010-2023, available at https://ncses.nsf.gov/explore-data/
microdata/higher-education-research-development.
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Federal R&D investments can take the form of grants or contracts. Grants offer
financial assistance to an external party to carry out a defined set of objectives,
while contracts are how the federal government procures goods or services from
an external party.® As business transactions, contracts represent more recipro-
cal and sustainable long-term investments in an institution. While contracts
represented 24 percent of externally financed R&D spending by non-HBCUs in
2023, the share of this spending that was contracts for HBCUs was 9 percent.*
Increasing the relative share of R&D contracts for HBCUs relative to grants is
also an essential part of building institutional capacities to engage in the federal
R&D enterprise more fully.
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Investing in R&D at HBCUs for global
competitiveness, racial equity, and
economic impact

Ensuring equitable opportunities for historically Black colleges and Universities

to engage in R&D has a variety of positive benefits. Increasing federal funding to
HBCUs will diversify and strengthen research outcomes, foster U.S. global compet-
itiveness, bolster investment in underresourced institutions and communities, and
provide more economic mobility for students of color from low-income families.

Allowing more HBCU faculty to actively contribute to academic research fosters
diversity in research fields, which in turn strengthens research outcomes. This is
because people of different backgrounds bring different knowledge, experiences,
and approaches to their work based in part on their lived experiences.* Strong evi-
dence shows that diverse teams perform better in problem-solving and innovation
and that companies with more diverse staff outperform their peers financially.* In
health care settings, for example, workforce diversity improves patient outcomes
and quality of care.” Because so much research is collaborative, within and across
institutions, allowing more faculty members from diverse backgrounds to contrib-
ute to these activities will further strengthen the U.S. R&D ecosystem.

Artificial intelligence (AI) provides a prime example of the need for diversity in
the research and development of new technologies. The tendency of Al tools to
exhibit gender, racial, and other biases is well-documented: For example, one
study that simulated the use of large language models for resume screening found
that the tools favored white-associated names in 85 percent of cases and female-
associated names in only 11 percent of cases.*® The study showed that Black males
were disadvantaged in 100 percent of cases. Biases emerge in this type of tech-
nology due in part to the fact that the underlying information upon which these
tools are trained contain real-world biases and may, in some cases, even amplify
these tendencies algorithmically.# The impacts of such issues are already being
felt, as one class action lawsuit claims that an AI applicant screening tool engaged
in discrimination.s® Al researchers recommend involving diverse perspectives

in developing and deploying these tools, as well as the ethical frameworks that
stakeholders use to create them, to help mitigate discriminatory tendencies in

Center for American Progress
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new technologies.s Already, researchers from HBCUs are helping lead the way in
addressing these challenges through research that investigates and combats racial
bias in artificial intelligence.

HBCU-based research is also more likely to focus on and seek solutions for under-
represented communities. For example, HBCUs lead the way in areas such as envi-
ronmental justice, racial health disparities, and affordable housing.®* Many HBCUs
are located in underresourced communities, allowing their researchers direct
experience with the needs of these areas. This dynamic highlights the opportu-
nities HBCU-based research presents to develop policy solutions that are more
deeply informed by the experiences of those directly affected by a given issue.

Federal research and development funding creates opportunities for faculty,
graduates, and undergraduate students to participate in scientific research and
pursue research careers. HBCUs enroll diverse bodies of students and boast much
more diverse faculty workforces than predominantly white institutions. Seventy-
six percent of students at HBCUs identify as Black, compared with 13 percent of
postsecondary students overall.* More than half (55 percent) of faculty members
at HBCUs are Black or African American and 72 percent are nonwhite, compared
with 6 percent and 26 percent at predominantly white institutions, respectively.s
A 2019 study by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine
concluded that minority-serving institutions, including HBCUs, are “valuable
resources for producing talent to fulfill the needs of the nation’s current and
future STEM workforce,” which will in turn strengthen the nation’s “economic
growth, national security, and global prosperity.”s®

Finally, investing in R&D at HBCUs helps to build strong undergraduate education
programs, providing greater resources and higher-quality education to the stu-
dents these institutions enroll, ultimately fostering economic mobility. Research
shows that strong university research programs also correlate with student suc-
cess, particularly undergraduate graduation and retention rates.” R&D funding
allows institutions to build laboratories, hire faculty, develop graduate programs,
and provide undergraduate research opportunities. More robust, well-funded
STEM programs also increase opportunities for undergraduate student engage-
ment with research—a high-impact practice that can promote engagement, suc-

cess, and completion and create pipelines into the STEM workforce.s®
HBCUs play an outsize role in diversifying the STEM workforce and creating

opportunities for economic mobility for low-income students. About 70 percent
of HBCU undergraduates receive Pell Grants—need-based federal financial aid
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for low- and middle-income students—compared with about 31 percent of under-
graduates overall.®® While enrolling 8.5 percent of Black undergraduate students,
HBCUs produce almost 18 percent of Black STEM bachelor’s degrees recipients.®
HBCUs, therefore, play an essential role in providing pathways to upward eco-
nomic mobility for Black graduates, as STEM workers earn more than 50 percent
more than non-STEM workers on average—$64,000 annually compared with
$40,000, respectively, in 2020.® Increasing the number of students from diverse
backgrounds who enter STEM and other research areas grows and strengthens the
labor force in these fields, contributing to U.S. global competitiveness.

Investing in R&D at HBCUs also contributes to the financial health and long-term
sustainability at these underresourced institutions. Federal grants and contracts
are a significant source of funding for institutions of higher education, accounting
for 8.5 percent of revenues for public institutions and 13.5 percent for private non-
profit institutions.® Across higher education institutions, revenue from federal
grants and contracts accounted for an average of $5,459 per full-time equivalent
student across four-year institutions.® By helping HBCUs build research capacity
and successful track records, federal investment in R&D may also help to attract
additional private R&D investment in universities.

The economic activity generated by R&D activities also fosters growth in the local
communities where colleges and universities are located. Approximately 85 percent
of HBCUs are in historically underutilized business zones, areas designated by
the Small Business Administration as economically underdeveloped as measured
by median income and employment rates.* Universities have a direct impact on
their communities by creating jobs, growing the tax base, and attracting students
and staff who patronize local businesses. University expenditures on facilities,
equipment, maintenance, housing, meals, and transportation, for example, create
demand for goods and services from the surrounding communities.*s Additional
there are indirect spillover effects for communities, including increased manufac-
turing productivity, employment growth, and the entry of new businesses.®

Research and development expenditures, specifically, have been linked to eco-
nomic growth as well: One study found that $1 million in research expenditures at
a rural university yielded $710,000 in additional economic impact and $160,000
in tax revenue. For a metropolitan university, the economic impact figure rose

to $945,000.% Fostering the growth and development of HBCUs through federal
R&D funding and other revenue streams, therefore, is a dynamic pathway to help
create jobs and promote growth in areas that have fallen behind economically.
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Efforts to address inequities In
federal R&D funding

Inequities in federal R&D funding is a long-recognized issue that Democratic and
Republican presidential administrations alike and congressional lawmakers on
both sides of the aisle have sought to address. In a demonstration of bipartisan
support, every U.S. president since Jimmy Carter has issued an executive order
to remove barriers to accessing federal R&D funding and to “encourage” federal

agencies to improve their engagement with HBCUs.%®

In April of this year, the Trump White House issued an executive order that
reestablishes the White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and
Universities and “elevate[s] the value and impact of our Nation’s HBCUs as bea-
cons of educational excellence and economic opportunity.”® Further, it encour-
ages private sector partnerships with HBCUs and directs agencies to implement
the HBCU Propelling Agency Relationships Towards a New Era of Results for
Students Act (PARTNERS) Act, including the development of individual agency
plans to “strengthen the capacity of HBCUs to participate or be eligible to partici-

pate in the programs and initiatives” of each agency.”

Under the Biden-Harris administration, HBCUs were recipients of significant new
R&D grants and investments, including $188 million in grants for R&D capacity
building; the first ever HBCU-led University Affiliated Research Center, which

is led by Howard University and funded by the Department of Defense; a grant
program for campus information technology needs; and NASA-funded programs
for AI education at eight HBCUs, among many others.” The first Trump adminis-
tration similarly touted a commitment to HBCUs and signed important legislation
supporting them, including the Fostering Undergraduate Talent by Unlocking
Resources for Education (FUTURE) Act and the HBCU PARTNERS Act.”

Key congressional efforts to address the needs of HBCUs include the FUTURE
Act, the HBCU PARTNERS Act, and the Farm Bill. The FUTURE Act, spearheaded
by Rep. Alma Adams (D-NC) and Sen. Tim Scott (R-SC) and signed into law in
2019, made an additional $85 million per year in funding for HBCUs permanent.”
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The HBCU PARTNERS Act, also led by Scott and Adams and signed into law in
2020, “requires agencies to develop and submit annual plans for “strengthen-
ing the capacity of HBCUs to participate in federal programs.” These plans must
“establish how the agencies intend to increase the capacity of HBCUs to com-
pete effectively for grants, contracts, or cooperative agreements.”” Furthermore,
between FY 2023 and FY 2024, the RDI grant program allocated more than $45
million to HBCUs for transformative investments in research and development

infrastructure on campus.”

In addition, investments in historically Black land-grant universities through
the Farm Bill have seen significant increases in recent years. The bipartisan 2018
Farm Bill created six centers of excellence at 1890 institutions, research centers
that focus on in-demand fields and the needs of underserved farming communi-
ties.” Other funding in the Farm Bill and awarded annually to 1890 institutions
includes the 1890 Capacity Building grants program, which provides funding to
strengthen research, teaching, and extension capacity needed to advance agri-
cultural sciences; the Evans-Allen program, which supports agricultural research
programs at 1890 institutions; and the 1890 Scholars program, which provides
full scholarships for students from rural or underserved communities to attend
HBCU land-grant institutions.”

All of these efforts represent meaningful, bipartisan intentions to increase
research capacity at HBCUs. However, this incremental approach has failed to
yield substantive, long-lasting change, as HBCUSs’ share of federal R&D fund-
ing has remained stagnant or declined in recent history. In particular, the lack of
specific, measurable goals and statutorily required benchmarks has prevented

meaningful improvements in achieving parity.
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Ongoing barriers to accessing in federal

R&D funding at federal agencies

In May 2024, the White House National Science and Technology Council (NSTC)
released an interagency report that surveyed the challenges HBCUs, Tribal col-
leges and universities, and other minority-serving institutions face in accessing
federal research and development funding.” That report identified a range of bar-
riers throughout the award process, including challenges finding funding opportu-
nities, difficulties preparing applications, a lack of transparency about successful
past applications, and biases in the review process.”

HBCUs face greater capacity constraints across the R&D enterprise because of
their historical underfunding.® A consequence of this underfunding is a lack

of infrastructure, such as labs and libraries, and a greater need for updates and
repairs to existing facilities. A 2024 survey of HBCUs conducted by the Thurgood
Marshall College Fund found an average of $96 million in deferred maintenance
expenses alone at HBCUs.* Disparities in research capacity create a feedback
loop: Institutions with greater resources are awarded more grants and contracts,
enabling them to build more facilities, hire more faculty, and establish track
records with federal agencies, giving them a competitive advantage over under-
resourced institutions.® Efforts to address disparities in R&D capacity, therefore,
should consider the historical scope of underfunding and include broad invest-
ments to help HBCUs gain lost ground.

The ramifications of underinvestment show up not only in HBCUS’ physical infra-
structure, but also in their organizational capacity. At major research universities,
sponsored research offices are staffed with administrators and technical writ-

ers specializing in winning and managing R&D awards. These professionals help
researchers identify opportunities, prepare applications, comply with regulations,
provide financial administration, and report progress to funders. By contrast,
researchers at HBCUs may have little to no support in this arena, depending on
their institution and research field.® Finally, faculty at HBCUs often have greater
teaching responsibilities than faculty at other research universities, limiting the
time they can spend applying for funding and undertaking research.
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Recommendations

While policymakers have long acknowledged the need to increase the role of
HBCUs in federal R&D programs, previous efforts have thus far fallen short. The
recommendations below provide concrete steps that Congress, the White House,
and federal agencies can take to ensure this underutilized sector of the higher edu-
cation community is fully supported in achieving its essential role as an innovator

and engine of economic opportunity.

1. The Trump administration should commit to
measurable goals and benchmarks for HBCU
inclusion in the federal R&D enterprise and issue
an executive order to that effect

Efforts to increase the share of R&D awards granted to HBCUs, such as the
HBCU PARTNERS Act and numerous executive orders, seek to address the
problem but lack specific mandated goals for participation or accountability for

noncompliance.

HBCUs have consistently received less than 1 percent of federal research funding
awarded to all institutions of higher education, despite the fact that they account
for 91 (3.2 percent) of the 2,806 total four-year, degree-granting postsecondary
institutions in the United States.® (see Table 2)

Guaranteeing HBCUSs receive a proportional share of federal research funding by
the end of this term should be a stated goal of the Trump administration. This
goal should be included in any future executive order on HBCUs issued by the
administration and be accompanied by revamped agency plans that lay out the
pathway to achieve parity within this timeframe. These benchmarks should be
included for individual agencies as well as on the aggregate level, with specific
plans for how the agencies that award the largest shares of R&D funding—the
departments of Health and Human Services and Defense—plan to meet these
required funding levels for HBCUs.
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Agencies should be required to reach this level of parity through both grants and
contracts rather than through grants alone. Contracts provide a more sustainable,
long-term investment and a greater level of partnership between the institution
and the federal government, therefore gradually increasing the share of contracts
received by HBCUs relative to non-HBCUs.

In addition, the Trump administration can set requirements for subgrantees and
subcontracting to smaller institutions and institutions with smaller R&D programs
to help those colleges and universities build their research programs. While this

is not a substitute for an institution being the primary award recipient, it can help
an institution fund researcher salaries and provide student research and training
opportunities. It can also give an institution firsthand experience with federally
funded research that can better position it to win future grants and contracts.

Specific and concrete benchmarks in grants, contracts, and sub-awards will
make parity for HBCUs a requirement in federal R&D funding, rather than an
empty promise.

2. Congress should pass legislation that invests broadly
in HBCUs to help build research capacity and address
historical underfunding, potentially through an HBCU
endowment fund

The incredible success of HBCUs has been achieved despite more than a century
of significant underfunding from public and private sources. Too often, HBCUs
are forced to navigate the obstacles created by that underfunding while also lack-
ing access to alternate sources of capital available to other institutions. %

The Institutional Grants for New Infrastructure, Technology, and Education for
HBCU Excellence (IGNITE HBCU Excellence) Act—led by Bipartisan HBCU
Caucus co-chairs Sen. Tim Scott (R-SC), Sen. Chris Coons (D-DE), Rep. Alma
Adams (D-NC), and Rep. French Hill (R-AR)—would provide the critical support
and investment needed by HBCUs to develop the capacity and infrastructure
needed to cultivate more robust R&D programs. It provides support for HBCUs to
invest in campus facilities such as labs and classroom spaces, procure equipment
and technology, and attract additional private and public investment. Congress
should pass this legislation and consider models that would create sustainable and
long-term investments in HBCUs.
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One model that should be considered is the creation of an endowment fund

for HBCUs, which advocates argue could help to rectify the patterns of histori-
cal underfunding and support the long-term financial sustainability of HBCUs,
large and small.*® The Tribal College Endowment Fund, created by Congress in
1994 through the Equity in Educational Land-Grant Status Act, is another such
model for Congress to consider.” Like the Tribal College Endowment Fund, an
HBCU endowment fund could be an interest-bearing account managed by the
U.S. Treasury that distributes interest annually to HBCUs on a formula basis.
The fund could be built through annual appropriations from Congress or, as
another potential revenue stream, from a share of the revenue that results from
patents and licenses that derive from federally funded research at universities.
This revenue share could be captured at the point at which the technology is
transferred from universities to the private sector, either as a percentage of the
payment for the patent or licensing fee or a share of the resulting revenues. Under
the legal framework created by the Bayh-Dole Act of 1980, recipients of federal
R&D funding retain patent rights on inventions developed with federal funding.®
While this does aid in the transfer of technology to the private sector, none of the
revenues that result from taxpayer-funded research are returned directly to the
taxpayer. Capturing a small share of this revenue to reinvest in federal research
would help promote further innovation and accomplish the goals outlined in this
report. A previous CAP report, “Redesigning Federal Funding of Research and
Development: The Importance of Including Black Innovators,” outlined several

other models this revenue capture could take.

In addition, existing programs that support R&D on HBCU campuses should be

continued and strengthened. The RDI grant program and the research, teaching,
and extension programs included in the Farm Bill are critical to ensuring HBCUs
have the capacity to compete for additional research awards from the public and

private sectors.

3. Agencies and future legislation should seek to
diversify the R&D opportunities available to help
grow smaller and earlier-stage research programs

Federal R&D funding opportunities should better address the capacity needs of

a wider range of institutions, including HBCUs. Changes that could help a wider

range of institutions include:
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Bolstering funding for HBCU-focused research infrastructure programs such
as the Department of Education’s RDI grant program to increase the level of
investment awarded in each grant and the number of institutions that receive
an award®

Increasing opportunities for earlier-stage research needs, such as planning
grants, seed grants, and exploratory grants

Creating grant opportunities to fund cluster hires, in which multiple researchers
at different career stages in similar or related fields help jump-start the staffing
capacity at an institution®®

Finally, grants and contracts should help grantees build and sustain capacity at
sponsored research offices, which are integral to successfully winning funding and
executing research projects. The funding should be sufficiently flexible to allow
institutions to hire dedicated staff to apply for and manage contracts and grants.

These changes can help ensure that HBCUs and a range of other institutions
with less established R&D programs can successfully compete for grants and
win contracts.

4. Agencies should improve their processes for
awarding grants and contracts

There are a range of improvements federal agencies can institute to ensure greater
outreach, engagement, and success for HBCUs in the award process.

Centralizing, simplifying, and streamlining the application process
Currently, the opacity of research opportunities, technical and legal language, and
complexity of the process serve as barriers for less experienced researchers and

administrators or those from underfunded institutions to identifying, completing,

and successfully winning funding.”

Increasing outreach and technical assistance, including within
agency programs that advance DEI efforts

While many agencies have undertaken outreach programs in recent years, includ-
ing the Path to Excellence & Innovation Initiative (PEIT) and Engagement and
Access for Research-Active Institutions (EARA) at the NIH, these efforts must
continue and evolve to ultimately close gaps in R&D funding access.”* The PEI and
EARA programs both increase outreach to HBCUs by offering resources such as
informational webinars, technical assistance, and training opportunities to help
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HBCU-based researchers navigate the agency funding processes. Building ongoing
relationships between agencies and institutions can help HBCUs become aware of
funding opportunities well in advance of deadlines, giving them adequate time to
prepare stronger applications and apply.

The status of these two programs, as well as other programs that serve and engage
underrepresented communities, is unclear in light of the Trump administration’s
executive orders and sub-regulatory guidance banning DEI programs, as well as
other executive actions that have imperiled federal research and development.”
While the PEI program website remains active, the EARA website is no longer
accessible.%*

Programs that help to better engage researchers, students, and communities
underrepresented in scientific and other research fields is crucially important to
U.S. global competitiveness and helps to grow the economy. The Trump admin-
istration should rescind executive orders 14151 and 14173, which seek to end DEI
efforts in federal programs, and instead work to evaluate best practices and the
impact of these programs to ensure they are serving the needs of HBCU and other

underrepresented researchers to increase the efficacy of programs.

Including HBCU faculty on review committees and improving the
training of reviewers to help combat bias

The 2024 NSTC interagency report found that review committees may hold biases
against HBCUs as institutions, perceiving their research and education pro-
grams as less rigorous than those of their peers.” Furthermore, studies show that
research proposals from Black researchers are less likely to win awards. Research
on funding rates at the NIH found that applications from white principal inves-
tigators were about 1.7 times more likely to be successful than applications from
Black investigators.®¢ While data on the composition of review committees are
limited, one study found that 2.4 percent of NIH reviewers between 2011 and 2015
identified as Black or African American.”” Including more reviewers from HBCUs
or those with awareness of the institutional context of HBCUs, along with provid-
ing reviewers with more information to accurately assess capacity differences and
combat bias in the review process, can help to ensure decisions are more fair for

researchers and institutions nationwide.
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Conclusion

HBCUs are engines of economic mobility for students, of economic impact for
communities, and of economic growth for the United States. While there have
been meaningful bipartisan efforts to ensure HBCUs can fully engage in the fed-
eral research and development enterprise, these initiatives have, to date, lacked
the concrete benchmarks and meaningful targets that would help to move the
needle in the share of R&D funding these critical institutions of higher learning
receive. The Trump administration should make changes to federal grant and
contract award processes to ensure HBCUs have a fair chance to compete for
these opportunities. Meanwhile, Congress should increase its investments to help
HBCUs build research capacity and ensure that the American workforce is robust
and globally competitive. The recommendations outlined in this report are an
essential first step to fully engage the breadth of the higher education sector, with
a greater and more equitable emphasis on HBCUs, in the R&D activities that are
key to driving innovation in the U.S. economy.
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