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Changing the face of materials research and providing a platform for effective dialogue, Todd Osman, 
Executive Director of MRS, discusses the growth of this critical field for innovative and sustainable products

Materials Research Society (MRS) sees interdisciplinarity as 
integral to the advancement of materials research. In what way 
are your activities championing cross-boundary research? What 
advancements have you made in technical excellence? 

MRS is well-known for the quality of its meetings, educational outreach, 
publications and communications. But our most important advances in 
technical excellence are based on solutions through an interdisciplinary 
approach. Everything we do is wrapped around that concept. Two key 
examples are MRS meetings and the MRS Bulletin. Society leadership 
literally hands over control of each MRS meeting and each volume of 
the MRS Bulletin to an interdisciplinary team of volunteers – materials 
scientists from around the world, who work in the field and have first-
hand knowledge of what is most important to the community. 

Now, of course, academic excellence in a chosen discipline is a strong 
foundation for a successful career. But oftentimes, many talents and 
perspectives are needed to catalyse innovation. MRS strives to be 
‘discipline blind’, focusing on advancing materials and encouraging 
idea exchange across borders. Our founders envisioned a worldwide 
community of chemists, physicists and engineers collaborating to 
advance materials and improve quality of life. We continue to extend 
this vision, promoting interactions with biologists, mathematicians 
and computational modellers as they increasingly become engaged in 
materials research.

What are the benefits of being an MRS member? How do you 
promote communication between members of academia, industry 
and government? 

Like other professional societies, MRS members have access to key 
publications, including MRS Bulletin and MRS Communications, as well 
as discounted registration rates for MRS meetings. But we believe MRS 
membership is much more than that; it is an affiliation with our mission. 
As such, our job is to facilitate community-driven, mission-focused 

programmes. Our Strange Matter museum exhibits and Making Stuff 
television programme grew from the vision of MRS members. Our 
advocacy programme sprang from our members’ desire for a voice with 
government officials. Likewise, our meetings, publications, awards and 
professional development programmes are all grassroots, coming directly 
from our members. We believe that by focusing on our mission and by 
facilitating grassroots projects from the materials community, we will 
remain relevant and vibrant to the current and future generations of 
materials researchers.

The MRS Spring and Fall meetings bring together researchers – from 
students and postdoctoral fellows to Nobel and Kavli Prize Laureates 
– to exchange technical information and network with colleagues. 
The meetings provide a window on the future of materials science, 
attracting scientists who present their cutting-edge research, as well as 
entrepreneurs looking to connect with innovative companies for novel 
solutions. Recently, we have reported on: progress bringing graphene 
and carbon nanotubes from scientific curiosity towards applications; 
advancements in photovoltaic and battery technologies for next-
generation energy systems; biomimetic and biomedical materials for 
tissue engineering, biosensing and drug delivery; and much more. As 
we look forward, there is increased momentum to find linkage between 
experiments and computational models to accelerate the material 
development cycle. This effort inherently requires interdisciplinary 
collaborations among chemists, physicists, engineers, mathematicians 
and computational scientists, and promises to be one of the focal points 
for the materials community in the years ahead.

Last year, we expanded those opportunities by creating MRS 
OnDemand® for those who could not attend the Fall meeting. In addition 
to producing an archive of award talks and other presentations, we live-
streamed a five-day symposium on Materials as Tools for Sustainability, 
including interactive sessions with students from Uruguay and Saudi 
Arabia. In total, researchers from 56 countries participated at no cost in 
real-time sessions, asking questions and joining the conversation. 
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This recent proliferation of social media and virtual 
technologies allows the materials community to 
not only share information but to also engage each 
other in ways unimaginable just a few short years 
ago. These platforms encourage materials scientists to 
connect around the globe, allowing them to share their 
thoughts on where the materials community is headed.

Could you outline some of the ways you are disseminating 
your information? 

MRS continues to report materials innovations through our meetings 
and publications. But more and more, the focus is shifting towards 
engagement. MRS’s Materials for Energy and Sustainable Development 
LinkedIn group focuses on interactive communication regarding 
sustainability. A central thrust of MRS OnDemand® is to move from 
dissemination of information to ‘virtual interactions’ around the world. 
Our new Materials360 Online platform is specifically designed to 
provide multimedia news about materials research and researchers. MRS 
Meetings Blog, Facebook and Twitter posts are also part of our effort 
to use digital platforms to extend the conversation. But, we cannot 
forget that face-to-face interactions are often the most effective ways 
to communicate. MRS facilitates community outreach to children about 
the importance of science, as well as personal dialogues with policy 
makers, and our meetings provide opportunities to engage everyone from 
students to tenured professors in the pursuit of advancing materials to 
improve quality of life.

MRS is actively involved in advocating for materials research. Does 
this include communicating with governments? 

Communicating with government officials is critical to addressing 
public awareness of science. In the US, we collaborate with numerous 
organisations and coalitions to provide educational briefings for 
government offices. Two recent examples are a report on Energy 

MRS mission
MRS was founded in 1973 by a visionary group of scientists who shared the belief that their 
profession was broader in scope than any single discipline and that a new interdisciplinary 
organisation was needed. This led to the MRS mission to be an ‘organisation of materials 
researchers from academia, industry and government that promotes communication for the 
advancement of interdisciplinary materials research to improve quality of life’.

Today, as they approach their 40th anniversary, MRS is a growing, vibrant member-led organisation 
of over 16,000 materials researchers from academia, industry and government. Its membership 
now spans over 80 countries, with more than 40 per cent residing outside of the US.

We no longer find and 
exploit materials, but 
seek to engineer new 
material systems in a 
sustainable way to 
meet the demands 
of modern industry
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Critical Elements, highlighting the role materials play in new energy 
technologies, and a Deconstructing the iPad event, showcasing 
the role of government-funded basic science in developing tablet 
technologies. MRS also participates in the AAAS Congressional Fellow 
programme, providing scientists who serve as advisors on scientific 
issues for various governments offices. We facilitate Materials voice 
letter-writing campaigns, as well as face-to-face meetings between 
our members and government offices. MRS also collaborates with 
sister societies headquartered outside the US, including the European 
MRS, Sociedad Mexicana de Materiales and Africa MRS, to forward the 
discussion of the importance of science and materials innovations with 
government officials.

Collaboration is important to the Society. Who are some of the 
other societies and associations you partner with and what kinds of 
activities are you currently working on? 

Collaborations between individuals and organisations are critical to 
advancing scientific knowledge and materials research. MRS interacts 
with many other organisations as an effective way to serve the greater 
scientific community. Several key examples come to mind. In the 
US, we cooperate with professional societies, including the American 
Chemical Society, the American Physical Society and the Optical Society 
of America to advocate for sustained science funding. We recently 
hosted an Open Forum on Activities and Opportunities in Africa, to 
catalyse collaborations between organisations supporting research and 
researchers in Africa. 

This year, MRS will continue working with the Sociedad Mexicana de 
Materiales and the Japan Society for Applied Physics to advance materials 
and promote international collaborations. MRS is actively working 
with scholarly societies in countries around the world to develop joint 
recognition of university chapters. This is an important step in fostering 
global interactions among the next generation of materials researchers. 

You provide an archive of literature in the field of materials 
research and technology. How is this information being used by 
members and researchers? 

MRS print and electronic publications provide members and the materials 
community with a vast collection of high-quality information on critical, 
cutting-edge materials research. From the flagship peer-reviewed journal 
MRS Communications to MRS Bulletin, Journal of Materials Research and 
MRS Online Proceedings Library, the goal has always been to identify and 
respond to the evolving needs of the materials community. 

In 2011, a partnership with Cambridge University Press brought a new era 
for MRS. With a full suite of publications now delivered on Cambridge’s 
powerful electronic platform – Cambridge Journals Online – MRS 
members and the materials community enjoy easy access to journal 
content and key information. This partnership is also enabling MRS 
to expand its book programme, starting with the recently published 
Fundamentals of Materials for Energy and Environmental Sustainability.

What are the main challenges that the field of materials research has yet 
to overcome? What work is MRS doing to facilitate possible solutions? 

The most critical challenge facing materials research and 
all scientific endeavours is public awareness and 

support. The solutions for critical societal 

challenges require scientific advancement and often new materials. 
These innovations require long-term efforts; be it student recruitment 
in science and engineering careers or sustained funding for science. MRS 
is heavily engaged in these processes. Our science museum exhibits, 
television segments and educational resources aim to highlight the 
importance of materials to society. We continue to advocate support 
of materials research, providing government offices and agencies with 
case studies connecting economic and societal progress to science and 
innovation. We continue to expand our collaborations with like-minded 
associations, foundations and corporations to increase public awareness 
of the role science and technology can play in promoting global welfare.

In terms of direction, where do you hope to take the Society over the 
next few years? What are your aspirations? 

MRS will remain a mission-focused, non-profit organisation, advancing 
materials to improve quality of life. In 2012, we launched the Materials 
Research Society Foundation to support a wide range of innovative, 
grassroots, member-driven initiatives – from student chapter 
proposals, to local or regional education/outreach projects – with the 
potential to impact the materials enterprise worldwide. We are also 
aggressively developing virtual technologies to engage researchers 
and students who cannot travel to our meetings. MRS will continue 
to promote and catalyse interdisciplinary approaches to advance 
materials science and innovation. We will continue to partner with 
our members and like-minded collaborators worldwide to build an 
inclusive community that promotes research, researchers and scientific 
innovations to benefit everyone. 

Materials research will continue to be foundational for societal 
advancements. But unlike the Bronze Age or the Iron Age, the paradigm 
has shifted over the past half century from innovation based on material 
properties to designing materials that solve the challenges we face. We 
no longer ‘find and exploit’ materials, but seek to engineer new material 
systems in a sustainable way to meet the demands of modern industry. 
Materials scientists are designing composite materials from the micron 
level, developing metamaterials engineered at much finer scales and 
rapidly prototyping nanoscale materials for myriad applications. Today, 
there is an increasing need for interactive communications bridging the 
‘valley of death’ between scientific discovery and application. Now more 
than ever, it is incumbent upon MRS to drive discussions linking bench-
top science to materials manufacture, as well as provide a forum that 
advances materials education. 
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