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Letter from the President

I had planned to write about the state 
of the Materials Research Society (MRS)
as I take office as its President, but some-
how that seems a little inadequate now.
Despite all the millennial ponderings of
the year 2000 (my own included), and the
fact that it is now already 2002, I think the
21st century may really have begun on
September 11, 2001, at least insofar as we
like to associate changes of mindset with
eras defined by the calendar. Some of us,
who came of age before the 1990s, know
that economic cycles come and go, but the
present “downturn,” accompanied and
accelerated by many other world events,
somehow has a very different look and
feel than all the others that I remember—
including the one that sent me into gradu-
ate school, for lack of decent job offers, in
mid-1970s England. So instead of a nar-
row look at the state of MRS, or materials
research as a whole, I would like to cast
my comments in a slightly broader con-
text, as I consider the role of MRS and
materials research in the world of today.

About a year and a half ago, a group of
MRS leaders began a strategic planning
exercise and one of its outcomes was a
mission statement, which is presented on
this page. I know only too well the dis-
dain that many of you have for strategic
plans, mission statements, and for plan-
ning in general: We all know what we do
and how we do it, after all, but it is also
important to remember why we do it. The
mission statement is clear on this point:
MRS promotes the advancement of mate-
rials research “to improve the quality of
life.” Certainly, we argued about such a
broad and vague statement—whether it
even added anything of substance to the
mission statement—but eventually it was
the one version with which everyone
could agree. And now, in this new world,
it is essential to affirm that research does
indeed have a purpose. Elegant theories

and clever explanations of obscure phe-
nomena have their place, perhaps more
akin to art than engineering in the man-
ner in which they improve the quality of
life, but the real reason why researchers
spend their companies’ money or the tax-
payers’ money is to have an impact on the
quality of life for the whole of society, not
just for those few who have the training to
appreciate an elegantly devised theory or
experiment. They have this impact in
many direct and indirect ways: by creat-
ing technologies and products that
improve or extend life, and by sustaining
the economy so that more people are able
to enjoy the benefits of our success. So I
am challenging MRS members to ask
themselves at the end of each day, not
whether they made progress toward their
next publication in the Journal of Materials

Research, but whether they did something
that will improve life for someone, some-
where, somehow? Results are not imme-
diate, of course, but the purpose of a
strategic plan is to keep the long-range
goals in mind, and that is what I am chal-
lenging you to do.

Paradoxically, economic downturns
provide the greatest opportunity for new
technologies to emerge. New materials
are the forerunners of new technologies,
and new technologies are the drivers of
much of the world’s economy, so MRS
and its members have a key economic
role to play at this time. My second chal-
lenge to you as a researcher is to take the
idea you have been developing in spare
moments and write it up as a patent dis-
closure. Adopt a New Year’s resolution,
along with me, to be just a little less aca-
demic and a little more entrepreneurial
this year.

The most direct and appropriate
response to poor economic conditions
and an uncertain security environment is
simply to focus more clearly on what we
do, and raise the level at which we do it.
MRS will be sharply focused on its core
mission of promoting communication
about materials research as we weather
the challenges to the Society brought on
by a relatively low turnout at the 2001 Fall
Meeting—a direct result of the 2001 reces-
sion and the September 11 terrorist
attacks. We will not shy away from devel-
oping new programs and projects that
promote this mission, and we will also
work on developing strategic alliances
that enhance it, but this is not a time in
which to broaden our mission. The strate-
gic plan for the Society is an unfinished
document—and probably always will
be—but it tells us what we do, why we do
it, and what the priorities are for this year.
I will address some of those in future
months, but for now, remember to keep
your eyes on the long-range goal of your
work, and I will try to keep the Society’s
eyes on its own long-range goal: ultimate-
ly, to improve the quality of life.

ALEX KING
2002 MRS President

Keeping an Eye on MRS’s Long-Range Goals

“MRS has a key economic
role to play.”

MRS Mission Statement
The Materials Research Society (MRS) is an organization of materials researchers
from academia, industry, and government that promotes communication for the
advancement of interdisciplinary materials research to improve the quality of life.
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