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The Toomey Amendment

“There are so many 

far more important 

very real diseases 

that are affecting 

‘real people’ and 

that is what this kind 

of money could be 

used for.”

- July 10, 2003



NIH Director Elias 

Zerhouni asked to 

explain the “medical 

benefit” of the five NIH 

grants included in the 

original Toomey 

Amendment, plus an 

additional five grants. 

October 2003



Traditional Values Coalition

“Nameless, 

faceless 

bureaucrats are 

doling out money 

like a federal ATM”
on “smarmy 

projects” that don’t 

“pass the straight-

face test.”

-Andrea 

Lafferty









Did this controversy create such an 
unfriendly environment that sex 
researchers are now self-censoring?  

If so, what kinds of research are no 
longer being conducted as a result? 



Data Collection

The Population

157   researchers on “hit-list”
10  researchers on congressional floor

Total population = 162 researchers



Stage 1: Interviews

Principal Investigators: N=30
 List stratified for researcher status, and proximity to 

controversy
8 assistant professors
5 associate professors
10 full professors
7 non-academic researchers

 Response rate = 67%

 Four researchers wouldn’t participate because they 
feared my data would be subpoenaed. 



Stage 2: Survey

Survey Monkey, n=82

 Administered online, 

~10 minutes to complete

 Entire population recruited

 Response rate = 51%

 Asked: basic information, how learned about list, 
reaction, behaviors changed, and adaptive 
strategies



Reactions



Nervousness, fear or paranoia

“It made me feel singled out…like there was 

this … red flag next to my name and my 

research. It makes one nervous about one’s 

potential to get funded in the future…whether … 

something … they want to research is going to 

get politically targeted and therefore be 

unfundable or have the funding taken away.”



Pride

“That the right wing had chosen to single my work 
out was sort of a badge of honor in some 
ways.”

“I sent like emails to all my friends. “Ooh, I’m on a 
black list.” “Ooh, aren’t you cool.””
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"No amount of political controversy could dissuade 
me from conducting HIV or 

sex-related research"



Strategies

Lowering profile/disguising research

 Reported by 46%

I do not study “sex workers,” I study 
“women at risk.”



Strategies

 Seeking other funds

 25% say more likely to seek other funds

“I have decided not to go in on a 3rd 

round of resubmissions because I 

feel that I am being unfairly judged 

because of this prior experience; I 

am seeking funding elsewhere.”



Strategies

 Avoiding/Reframing/Excluding topics

“We had written a proposal [on men 
who have sex with men] and it had 
gotten reviewed … was waiting to be 
revised and resubmitted. But we kind 
of sat on that …

[T]hat was very much affected by what 
was going on because … that 
population of MSM, for example, was 
not something that…that should be 
funded.”



No longer submitting grants on: abortion, 

emergency contraception, sexual health 

of adolescents, bisexual, gay/lesbian 

youth, condom use, anal sex, childhood 

sexual abuse, HIV effects of law 

enforcement, men who have sex with 

men, and more…



Career Changes

 Leaving soft-money positions for more secure 

hard-money positions.

 Leaving the country.

“I left the country for a more 

supportive science environment.”

 Leaving academia.

“This ended my research career.”



Conclusions

 Politicized environment can be motivating to 

some researchers.

 But it also provokes self-censorship in 

response to politicized environment.

More details here:

Kempner, Joanna. 2008. “The chilling effect: How do 

researchers react to controversy?” Public Library of Science 

Medicine 5(11): e222.  



Fears of funding withdrawal

"Did you think that the NIH might pull your 

funding?"
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Concerns Regarding Future Funding

"I am less likely to receive funding from the NIH 

because of this controversy."
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