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In the United States, the era of “Big Science” began during World War II 

with the large-scale mobilization of science to develop the first nuclear 

weapons. When the war ended, the facilities established to support the 

Manhattan Project were transferred from military control to a new 

civilian Atomic Energy Commission, which was charged with managing 

them as national laboratories. Today, the U.S. Department of Energy 

(DOE) oversees 17 national laboratories that function as a unique system 

for the conduct of Big Science, organizing and deploying multidisciplinary 

teams of researchers who make use of large-scale scientific instruments such as research reactors and 

accelerators to tackle compelling problems in science, energy, and security. The national laboratories 

have delivered a host of ideas and discoveries in support of DOE’s missions. The translation of these 

innovations to practice has had profound economic impacts across a wide range of sectors, from health 

care to housing to information technology to manufacturing. As the scale of Big Science continues to 

expand, driven by factors such as growth in international research collaborations and increasingly 

massive data sets, we can expect additional economic benefits to result from future innovations.  
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