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LS: This is an oral history interview being conducted on October 27th, 2010, for the Optical 

Society of America between Dr. Thomas M. Baer and Lee Sullivan.  Dr. Baer, thanks 

very much for sitting down with us today. 

 

TB: Oh, you're very welcome.  My pleasure. 

 

LS: I wanted to start out today by asking you a little bit about your background and 

education, where you grew up. 

 

TB: Well, I'm originally from Wisconsin.  I was born in Baraboo, Wisconsin, and then went 

to elementary school in the Milwaukee area.  My undergraduate degree is from Lawrence 

University, which is located in Appleton, Wisconsin, where I got a degree in physics, and 

did my graduate work at the University of Chicago.  And after graduating from Chicago, 

I moved to Boulder, Colorado, and worked at the Joint Institute for Laboratory 

Astrophysics at the University of Colorado where I did a post-doc for two years, and then 

joined Spectra-Physics out in California and was head of research in their laser products 

division, developing instrumentation for the scientific community. 

 

LS: Can you pinpoint when you first developed an interest in science? 
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TB: It was very early.  When I was five and six years old, I discovered in the Cub Scout 

handbook a diagram of how you could build a crystal radio using a lead pencil and a 

copper penny as a diode, and I absolutely had to build that thing.  So I got components 

from my neighbor who worked at an electronics company in South Milwaukee, and 

started to put together my first crystal radio set, and it took me four years to get it to 

work.  I was in fourth grade before I got my first signals off the air.   

 

 But during that time period, I got a lot of electronic kits and just really enjoyed putting 

together electronics and understanding how things worked.  And that was my first real 

interest in science was just wanting to know how to build things and how to make things 

that could perform actions and do things.  So I built a lot of electronics, walkie-talkies 

and radios.  I was a radio amateur when I was twelve, so had my own ham radio shack in 

the basement, and learned Morse code.  That was really the beginning of my interest in 

science, but it was broader than that because I was interested in all of science, really 

starting with that first crystal radio set. 

 

LS: Were your parents interested in science, and were they supportive in this? 

 

TB: Well, they were very supportive.  My father was a history teacher and a guidance 

counselor in high school.  My mother had a chemistry background but was not active in 

education at that point.  She ended up teaching reading all the way from pre-school 

through college.  But neither one of them would consider them a scientist or a 

mathematician.  I was the only one in my family who really had any strong interest in 
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this.  So I was the nerd of the family, and the one who was downstairs in the basement 

rather than playing baseball outside.  There was no question about that.  So I was very 

well supported by my parents, and somewhat viewed oddly by my siblings, but I felt like 

I had their encouragement all along. 

 

LS: Can you tell me about how you chose your undergraduate university that you were going 

to attend? 

 

TB: I chose Lawrence University as my undergraduate institution because my older brother 

had gone there.  I kind of followed him through his educational career.  We had gone 

through the same high school.  It was an all-boys Catholic high school, a very good one 

in Milwaukee.  And he went to Lawrence and enjoyed it, so I went up and visited him.  

They had a good strong liberal arts program, which was of interest to me, and a good 

science program, so it was that combination of strengths that was interesting.  And it was 

in Appleton, Wisconsin, which was a small town, and that was comfortable for me 

because I came from a suburb of Milwaukee, and it just seemed like a good fit and, 

indeed, it was.  It was a very good match for me at that point. 

 

LS: And did you know going in that you were going to major in physics? 

 

TB: I had done extremely well in science through elementary school and high school.  This 

was 1970, late sixties, early seventies.  I was socially very conscious and also in quite a 

rebellious state, so I didn't know what I was going to do.  I did know that I enjoyed the 
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science and had been quite successful in high school in physics and chemistry and had 

won some awards, so I figured that would be a good place to start.  But I definitely 

wanted to explore other avenues so I took philosophy, religion courses.  My student job 

was showing slides in art classes, which I really enjoyed.   

 

 I had a musical group of friends and we played music all the time, some of them in the 

conservatory, so I was considering, basically, all options up until the end of my 

sophomore year in college where I really sat down and said, "I've got to figure out what 

I'm going to do," and I was going to design my own major because they had a program 

called The Scholar of the University program at Lawrence, which was a great program, 

but where you designed your own major.   

 

 And I wrote down the criteria that I wanted, which it was to learn a foreign language 

relatively fluently, to be able to understand and use mathematics, to work with my hands, 

to have a marketable skill outside of academia.  And I realized I could do all of those 

things majoring in physics and it was going to be a lot easier.  So I said, well, I will just 

do what I thought was probably my strength, which was to major in physics.  So I kind of 

assigned myself to a mentor at Lawrence who was the exact opposite of me.  I had hair 

down to the middle of my back, and I was viewed as kind of a fringe outsider in most of 

the community, I would say.  A leader, but John was as straight and narrow as you could 

possibly be, and we were the oddest bedfellows as you could ever imagine.  But he 

mentored me and adopted me as a student, very much at arm's length.   
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 He tells the story that he assigned me the project to build my first laser, which was in my 

senior year, '73-74.  And he gave me a room so he could just forget about me and just put 

me off in the corner and let me do this project, which he wasn't at all convinced that I 

could complete.  But I ended up doing two years of independent studies at Lawrence, 

which was great because I worked in a machine shop, I designed my own electronics, I 

did my own project management, and it was absolutely the perfect preparation for 

graduate school as an experimentalist.  John was the first person who really mentored me 

in experimental physics.  We have had a lifelong friendship since. 

 

 Again, we're at opposite ends of the political spectrum; we still are, but just thoroughly 

enjoy being with one another.  It was a great relationship that got started there.  Lawrence 

was a perfect place for me to spend four years. 

 

LS: At what point in your undergrad life did you realize that you would be going on to 

graduate school? 

 

TB: Well, that was basically in my senior year.  Once again, I sort of looked back and said, 

okay, I've got to this point where I've got a limited skill set in the area.  I really viewed 

myself as an apprentice, in between apprentice and journeyman.  And I said, if I really 

want to become good at something, which was what I wanted to do was develop a deep 

skill set, then graduate school was a good way to do that.  And now I've done a lot of 

work on writing and communicating and liberal arts things.  I decided this is the time to 

start to focus and build an expertise, once again choosing an area where I felt I did not 
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restrict myself where I could go.  I could go into academia, but I could have a marketable 

skill that could contribute back to society.  And so I felt, again, physics was a good way 

to do it.   

 

 And lasers and optics were still really in its infancy.  It was really ten, twelve years after 

the invention of the laser, but they were still very limited.  Supermarket scanners were 

just beginning to hit the marketplace, and so people didn't know that lasers were going to 

become useful at that point.  And so it seemed to me as though that this would be a good, 

growing area to get into. 

 

 So I applied to a couple of schools, and John Brandenberger had a contact at the 

University of Chicago who was working in the laser area.  I had already built a couple of 

lasers as an undergraduate on my own, and these were the same lasers I ended up 

building at the University of Chicago and using in my graduate research.  And so it was a 

natural fit to go to the University of Chicago.  It was close enough to home, still in the 

Midwest, but now in a big city, which was a good change for me, and at a big university, 

which was also a very good change. 

 

LS: Tell me a little bit about your work in graduate school, what your concentration was and 

how you sort of chose the direction for your career. 

 

TB: Well, as I said, going to the University of Chicago was a reasonable choice because I felt 

I could focus in an area of research which would have a benefit to society, not only an 
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academic career option, but also the commercial sector or government sector.  And so I 

chose to work in a field, in an area which was atomic physics and laser spectroscopy 

where I felt there was going to be a good skill set that I could learn.   

 

 The transition to graduate school was a real shock.  I came in with a tremendous 

background in experimental physics.  I was way ahead of everybody else but woefully 

unprepared in theoretical physics because I had been at a small university and was now 

competing with people coming from Europe that, essentially, had master's degrees and 

much more rigorous training in theoretical physics.  So the first year in graduate school 

was extremely painful, and not in the experimental work, but in the coursework in that I 

was competing with people that had a much deeper background in understanding and 

theoretical physics.   

 

 Yet, my real joy in physics still to this day is the mathematics behind it.  So what kept me 

going was that I enjoyed the mathematics enough to really want to master it, even though 

I was behind my peers, which was the first time in my life in science that had ever 

happened, that I was with a bunch of people who were better trained and better able to do 

it, better able to perform in the classroom anyways. 

 

 In the laboratory, I was way ahead of everybody.  I was publishing papers in my second 

year, an apparatus that I had built myself and doing spectroscopy, so that was where I 

was used to being.  So I worked with Isaac Abella for about two years, and then we were 

on very limited funding, which was great because I had to make everything myself again, 
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which was wonderful, and Isaac was a great mentor that way.  He let me, again, be in the 

lab essentially by myself, which is what I was comfortable with, and then had no money, 

which was the best situation for me because then I had to build everything, and you just 

get very creative then. 

 

 But we actually ran into some funding difficulties at that point, he did, and so I ended up 

working for a year with someone who had probably more impact on my career than 

anybody, who is a much-revered theoretical physicist.  And worked with him for a year.  

He claimed he did not understand from his point of view, which was extremely 

sophisticated theoretical physics point of view, what I had been doing with Isaac Abella, 

so he wanted me to translate it for him.  Well, what I didn't realize that I had to learn a 

whole new language in physics.   

 

 So I spent about the first five or six months just eating lunch with him and his group 

every day just listening because I did not understand what they were talking about.  Once 

again, I was just way over my head as far as understanding the basic concepts and how 

they were approaching physics.  They had a very beautiful way of approaching physics, 

but Fano's school is well-recognized as one of the thought-leading schools of thought in 

atomic physics. 

 

 And it was the first time, but not the last time, that I had to learn a whole new vocabulary 

and new way of thinking.  And Fano was just a phenomenal individual.  He was 62 when 

I met him, so a couple of years older than I am right now, and he took me under his wing 
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and was very patient with me, obviously, not understanding much of anything.  And I 

ended up publishing a paper that he was quite pleased with that did this translation into 

his language of what I had been doing in the laboratory.   It re-instilled in me this love of 

theoretical mathematical modeling, which I attribute to him. 

 

 Then just his way of doing physics and interacting with students was just totally 

admirable.  And his students, though I was only there for a year, he was on my 

committee, they considered me to be a Fano student, which I considered to be a real 

honor and privilege to be a part of that community.  He had about forty students, and 

they're all leading theoreticians around the world.  It's a real honor for me to be 

considered a Fano student.  But, certainly, he had probably more impact on me as a 

scientist than anybody else. 

 

LS: Could you tell me about your early career, post your PhD, post-graduate? 

 

TB: Well, when I graduated from University of Chicago, the year as I was finishing up – I 

tried to finish up quickly, so I finished my degree in about four years, which was fast for 

the University of Chicago – we had a visit from Jan Hall, who is from the National 

Bureau of Standards, what it was called back then.  He came through and toured the lab.  

And I think Fano had told him that he should look at hiring me as a post-doc.  So I got a 

few offers as I was leaving Chicago.  I chose to go to the Joint Institute for Laboratory 

Astrophysics.   
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 Jan Hall was considered probably the leading expert in using lasers for metrology, for 

measuring things as precisely as you could, the speed of light, atomic transitions and 

energy levels.  And for me, it was a change from doing classic visible laser spectroscopy 

of atoms and molecules to moving into the infrared, and working with someone who was 

considered to be the world's leader in this area.  And Jan turned out to be the best 

experimentalist I've ever seen or heard of in my whole career.  He is just an absolutely 

brilliant technologist and a wonderful electrical engineer.  And just as Fano inspired in 

me this love of mathematics – which I'd always had – reignited that passion for it – Jan 

did the same thing with electronics.   

 

 So that's how I started in science, and he reminded me how much fun it was to build my 

own electronics.  So I designed with him and patented some electronic circuitry, built up 

laser systems that were state of the art for back then, did some really nice spectroscopy 

and worked with Jan.  And again, Jan was just like Ugo.  Most people cannot talk to him 

about technology because he was so far advanced in his thinking that he talked a different 

language.  But I had been there.  I'd been with a guy who I could not understand, so I 

ended up just being patient, and after six or nine months, Jan and I began to have 

dialogues that were mutually beneficial.   

 

 And by the end, again, he had transferred to me this love of electronics and of a particular 

type of electronics, which is servo design, which I still love to this day, which is building 

electronic circuits that feed back and control things like opening doors or stabilizing the 

frequency of lasers.  And it's this whole idea of looking at the world as being a lumped 
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electronic circuit, and just at things you would normally touch and feel as being the 

equivalent of resistors and inductors and everything, and capacitors and feedback circuits 

that I just really get a kick out of and enjoy.  So again, I'd say Fano on the theoretical 

side; Jan on the experimental side, were the greatest influences on my career.  Just really 

privileged to work with both of them closely for a couple years. 

 

LS: I just want to continue with our overview of your career briefly.  You left the Joint 

Institute for Laboratory Astrophysics in 1981 to join Spectra-Physics.  Can you tell me 

about that organization? 

 

TB: Well, it was an interesting decision process because, again, I had several options then.  I 

could go back into academia, go into the government lab sector, because it turns out that 

Ugo Fano and Jan were both associated with what was called then the National Bureau of 

Standards.  It's called NIST now.  But I decided at that point I wanted to explore a new 

area of society, which I had been in academia, very similar to government lab work.  I 

really wanted to understand the commercial sector.  I had come from the University of 

Chicago, which has a rather conservative thought in terms of economics and economic 

policy.  I had good friends that were in the economic department there, and we had many 

late-night discussions on free market theory, etc.   

 

 So I decided, look, I really needed to learn about this area.  And I could do this by 

changing and going in that direction.  My philosophy at that point was when you reach a 
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point in your career where there's a vertex, if everything else is equal, choose change and 

just change.  So that was consistent with that. 

 

 I had been married for two and a half years.  We decided we wouldn't go back to the 

Midwest.  My wife is from Marquette, Michigan.  We moved from Boulder out to 

California and I joined Spectra-Physics.  So the goal there was to understand how 

business works so I could have a sustainable scientific career using funds that were 

generated by commercial products and other things that I had designed and built and 

contributed back to the company, and to figure out how to do that and how to make that 

work.  That was a little bit more sophisticated review of how I was thinking back then 

than I actually was thinking back then, but that was the basic philosophy. 

 

 And I didn't want to have government grants support my research.  I wanted to do it on 

the basis of boot-strapping my own funding for research I was going to do.  So I joined 

Spectra-Physics, and I joined what was called an advanced product technology group 

back then.  We were developing new technology that would go into lasers and 

instruments that would go primarily into the scientific marketplace, but also into some 

OEM—original equipment manufacturing—or industrial applications. 

 

 After about a year there, they appointed me as manager of this group and I began to 

develop a series of products that ended up funding what was, essentially, some basic 

research that evolved into a whole series of product lines that are still currently 

commercial products.  So I designed my group work.  And, again, I changed research 
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areas.  I started work in solid state lasers, and semiconductor diode lasers and other things 

I hadn't done before.  Enjoyed that quite a bit and had the privilege of working with some 

of the best unsung heroes of technology in Silicon Valley.   

 

 Some technicians, were just wonderful, wonderful teachers of the value system of how 

you could be successful in a commercial company, how you change your attitude towards 

interacting with customers, not to funding agencies where the money came from, but you 

had to cultivate a whole culture of if a customer calls, you stop what you're doing and 

you pay attention to what's going on, the needs there, and you find the solution to it.  And 

I had to learn that.  It was uncomfortable dealing with customers until I was taught the 

right way of doing it by John Cole, who was a technician who worked for me.  He had 

been a service manager for a dozen years.  A Harley-Davison rider that would come in at 

3:00 in the morning and work till 10.  I succeeded in getting him to stay till lunch, and he 

would interact with our group and was the best electronics designer and technician I had 

ever worked with, including Jan Hall.  And the guy had no formal training in electronics 

but was just brilliant, and faster than I was at putting things together.  I've always viewed 

myself as one of the fastest people in the lab.  He was better than I was at that.  Again, it's 

just these individuals that you run into at these places that just are inspirational. 

 

 So at Spectra-Physics then, we ended up developing a series of technologies that are the 

basis of the current product.  So we developed products that are still on the market today: 

diode pumped solid state lasers that ended up replacing some very inefficient gas lasers, 

the ion lasers.  We developed Ti-Sapphire there, developed new techniques for mode 
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locking Ti-Sapphire lasers and other aspects of the product line that is still in existence 

today as major products for Spectra-Physics and, ultimately, have generated a couple 

billion dollars' worth of commercial product sales for Spectra-Physics. 

 

 During that time period, I published a number of papers, and this is how I started with the 

Optical Society is I began publishing papers in the OSA as a way to advertise what we 

were doing in Spectra-Physics, and also continue to do science.  So my first couple 

publications, both out of the university of Chicago and at JILA, I can remember Jan 

saying to me there was this new journal that he had been involved with creating called 

Optics Letters.  And he said, "We could submit this to Phys. Rev. Letters, but we're going 

to support Optics Letters because I think it's a good journal and a good society." 

 

 I can remember, this was back in about 1981-82 that we published some papers there.  So 

I continued to publish in the OSA journals.  We ended up patenting about thirty-five 

patents from that era of different technologies in different areas: electronic circuits, laser 

designs, laser applications.  It was a very creative time for me.  And I moved from being 

confident in my ability as a scientist to being confident in my ability as an engineer.   

 

 I started out as a really lousy engineer, let me tell you.  I designed some products that I'm 

still embarrassed to think about.  But by the end of my time there, I basically felt 

comfortable that I knew how to design products and, even better or as important, I 

understood the need, how to follow the money in the commercial sector, what you could 

do and what you can't do in the commercial sector to have a sustainable group that 
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innovates, that develops new technology and contributes at the front end to what a 

company is doing and how that fit in to the whole process, the whole dynamic machine 

that's necessary to make something that was sustainable.   

 

 Spectra-Physics had many role models for me, and it was a great education for 

understanding how business worked.  And that was one of my original goals was to go in 

that direction. 

 

LS: Now tell me about your decision to move on from Spectra-Physics. 

 

TB: Well, when I was at Spectra-Physics, I was actually a vice president, I was an officer of 

the company, kind of moved.  I was also Spectra-Physics' senior fellow.  And the Spectra 

Fellows program was something that I had created to sort of give a advancement ladder 

comparable to what you'd get in management, so I was very pleased by that.  

Spectra-Physics has gone through an number of takeovers and changes in management.  

But at that point in time, I would say that the area of quantum electronics, quantum optics 

and lasers was in a quiet period, and it wasn't clear exactly where things were going.  It 

was before Bose-Einstein condensation, it was before a lot of excitement came back into 

the area, and I was looking around and just saying, you know, "What I really don't know 

anything about is biotechnology and biomedicine."   

 

 And I was, even at that point, deciding I'd really like to use my skills to make some 

significant contributions that impact the practice of medicine, but I don't know anything 
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about it.  Well, it turned out that one of my friends at Spectra-Physics had become 

president of a small start-up biotech company and they wanted a director of research.  He 

said, "Look, why don't you come and apply, and we'll talk to you."   

 

 So I went there and they were doing some interesting technology using lasers and laser 

scanners, and they hired me to be VP of research at this biomedical diagnostic company.  

I haven't even taken a biology course in high school, so I knew nothing about biology.  

So I got a big stack of books.  And my wife had more biology than I did, so we had many 

late-night conversations and started reading about cell biology, immunology.  And I 

ended up managing organic chemists, cell biologists, chemical engineers.  I had about an 

eight-person group all in different disciplines.  And I just, basically, figured, "Look, I 

can't do what they're going to do, but I can at least learn the vocabulary and talk with 

them about it.  And then when they need the skills of an engineer or physicist, I'll step in 

and do that.   

 

 So I built custom instrumentation for them, we ended up building a fluidic device that 

required rotational motion.  So I got my dual 510 turntable, and we hotwired it to go at 

100 RPM and spin these cartridges around to move the fluids and I hotwired all of that 

into electronics, of course.  So we had a great time there for about two and a half years 

working with a whole range of disciplines, and basically learning about cell biology and 

immunology and some protein immunochemistry.   
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 And it was wonderful for me because it was like a new post doc level mid-career.  I could 

just really learn something new.  And again, it was an attempt to have a vertex and just 

sort of change because it was an area I wanted to get into, largely motivated by the fact I 

could see it was going to have a tremendous impact on society and on my children.  I had 

some young children at that point, and I couldn't explain to them what this new science 

was about, this whole area of genetic engineering, molecular biology.  In some ways, it 

was almost to protect them.  To understand it well enough so that I could anticipate what 

was going to happen because I felt it was going to have a major impact on all of our lives.  

So it was a very good experience.   

 

 I also then moved from an established company with an established business model to a 

start-up.  So I learned about the venture community, I learned about venture funding, how 

a small company was run and built in an entrepreneurial setting where you don't have the 

resources to complete what you're doing and you just get to the next stage.  So it was a 

good training ground for me there.  And also then it was a change of focus from laser 

development to laser applications in the biomedical area. 

 

 So I was at Biometric Imaging for about two and a half years, and at that point decided I 

knew enough, which was probably not an accurate decision, to start my own company.  

But I partnered with absolutely the right person, which was Milton Chang, who's a very 

much revered figure in the optical community here, played a very important role in many 

areas of the Society, as a matter of fact, and he and I had been on the board together.  

That's where I had met him.  
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 And so we were flying back from a board meeting together, and he turned to me and 

said – this is when I was at Biometric Imaging – "We should start a company together."  

And I said, you know, "I'm in a company right now, a startup, but I would really like to 

do that with you."  And so remembering that, I got in touch with him.  He had just started 

his company, New Focus.  And we decided that we would throw in together.  We started 

a company called Arcturus Bioscience.  It was actually named by my wife.  Arcturus is 

the fourth brightest star in the sky, and it's the bear star, so that was the origin of the 

name.  And it felt like a comfortable name.   

 

 We didn't know what we were going to do.  All we knew is we were going to be in the 

area.  I'd been working in immunostaining or immunochemistry, which is protein based, 

and I wanted to move into nucleic acids because I felt it was a better chemistry – and, 

again, somewhat naively – but it was actually correct that that was the right thing to do.  

It was the beginning of the human genome project, so the general concept of the company 

was to build instrumentation that would allow the implementation of the knowledge base 

of the human genome project in the practice of medicine, so that was sort of the basic 

mission statement of the company.   

 

 We had no idea what we were going to start as our first product, and we thought we'd 

take about two years to build a strategic plan.  About three weeks later, we had our first 

product.  I visited NIH, met with some people there.  They had some interesting 

technology that they felt would best be commercialized by a small company.  They 
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wanted to work with me.  They never asked how many people are employed in your 

company – it was one – and I think they deliberately didn't ask.  And then I worked with 

just some wonderful people at NIH.   

 

 We developed a CRADA.  I think I was the only person who's ever had a one-person 

company with a Cooperative Research and Development Agreement with the NIH.  But 

we developed a technology called laser capture microdissection, which ultimately 

evolved into a whole product line and a whole new area of research for me in cancer 

diagnostics.  So I moved from immunology and AIDS, development of instrumentation 

for HIV monitoring, AIDS monitoring and blood supply, quality control.  Just, basically, 

the spectroscopy of blood, to cancer biology and looking at developing new diagnostic 

techniques for breast cancers – what we focused on initially – but then all types of cancer. 

 

 We built up a whole instrumentation platform and diagnostic capability at Arcturus, 

which focused on laser applications.  Most of these things were laser-based 

instrumentation with a lot of other technology.  Ended up with about 100 people in the 

company where I was CEO and did that for eight and a half years of running the 

company and being more focused on the business side than on the technology side, 

although to the chagrin of my product development people and assay people, I did get 

back into the lab on occasion and did some modeling.  My biostatistics employees were 

always a little bit chagrined by the CEO coming in and doing mathematics, but it worked 

out fine, and it was a great experience. 
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LS: And then you chose to head back to academia.   

 

TB: Yes.  After eight and a half years, the investors in the company, I felt, deserved a CEO 

who could actually, probably more efficiently, do a transaction than I could.  So I told the 

board in about 2003-2004 that I would probably vector myself out of the company.  I 

began recruiting my replacement, left in about 2005.  At that same time, Steve Harris, a 

much-revered member of the Optical Society, approached me and said, "Look, we'd love 

to have you as a consulting professor at Stanford."  And I was CEO at that time, but I 

knew I was going to be stepping down.  I said, "Yeah, I'd really like that because I'd like 

to have a research basis and collaboration outside of the normal commercial channels that 

I had developed over the last twenty years, twenty-five years at Silicon Valley." 

 

 So when I stepped down, I began to develop more of a relationship with Stanford.  It was 

a little awkward at first because I really didn't know what the role of a consulting 

professor was.  Took about a year off, ran a lot, got myself in good shape.  And then 

about a year later, they asked me to consider joining the staff as running a center, so 

being both faculty and staff at the same time.  And I thought about that, and initially 

started half-time, but I thought that would give me a real solid basis for building 

collaborations in research programs, and they were looking for someone to lead the 

Stanford Photonics Research Center. 

 

 I had also then been approached by Joe Goodman, who was a former president and 

well-known professor at Stanford, if I'd be willing to run for president of the OSA.  We're 
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skipping a lot of OSA history in this time period, but that was the second time I had been 

asked to run for president.  And I agreed to do that, and told Stanford that, if I was 

elected, would be involved with a lot of Society activities, and they said, "Great, that's 

what we'd like," as opposed to most venture capitalists who would say, "That's a 

distraction; don't do that."  So it really worked out extremely well.  And during the last 

four years, Stanford has been extremely supportive of the amount of time I was putting 

into Society activities. 

 

LS: And with that, let's go ahead and focus on your role in the OSA over the years.  I have a 

note that you joined the Society in 1975.  So that would be while you were at the 

University of Chicago. 

 

TB: That's correct. 

 

LS: Tell me about that period, and what drove your decision to be an OSA member then. 

 

TB: The story of my relationship with OSA began at the University of Chicago with Isaac 

Abella, and I'm quite certain I joined the OSA because I got a deal to register for a 

conference that was probably local.  I don't remember exactly what conference, but I do 

remember that my first paper I published was in Applied Optics, and it was: "A note on 

capacitor modification through the Schenck and Metcalf nitrogen laser," was the title of 

the paper.  Initially got rejected from Applied Optics too. 
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 So that began my relationship with the OSA.  I'm not quite sure why I was motivated to 

join, but probably to get a discount on the initial membership.  Most of my publications, 

about half of them, were OSA publications through my graduate career.  Did about nine 

publications, which is more than most people did in their graduate career, half of them I 

would say in OSA journals, half in APS journals.  So most of my interaction with the 

OSA early on was through publications.   

 

 When I joined Spectra-Physics, about a year after, it turned out that my competitive offer 

to going to work with Jan Hall was going to IBM to work with a brilliant scientist at 

IBM.  I would've been paid about two and a half times as much going to IBM, but I really 

wanted to work with Jan Hall, so I went that route.  But Dan knew me, and he asked me – 

once he learned I was in Spectra-Physics – to be the representative for the exhibitors on 

the IQEC organizer panel, which was joint with CLEO.  So, got involved with CLEO 

where I was demonstrating my first laser products at the show.  So my reintroduction to 

OSA was through the CLEO show and exhibit after I had left JILA and not published as 

much, and then through getting into the sort of conference management, conference 

organizing through the IQEC side and through working with the exhibits. 

 

LS: I've talked to a lot of people who were mostly in academia during the majority of their 

career.  Since you've been in both, how do you think OSA functions for people who are 

on the private business side as opposed to the academic side? 
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TB: Well, OSA has a schizophrenic nature to it because it has two very different populations 

that it tries to service.  One is in the commercial sector and the industrial sector, and the 

other is the academic, and they're very different cultures.  I've experienced both and have 

maintained a foot in both throughout my whole career.  OSA excels and is one of the best 

scientific organizations across any discipline in supporting the academic researchers.  

There's no question about it.  It always has had the best-in-class publications and 

meetings, and the scientific and academic research.  It's always been interested, 

sympathetic and willing to support the industrial sector, but not as effective.   

 

 My association with CLEO came about because of the commercial side of that exhibit, 

though I did submit a lot of papers and deliver a lot of papers at CLEO.  The role of the 

OSA within the commercial sector has always been one that's been just not as effective as 

they are in the academic sector.  And they've always been searching for the reason why 

that is.  I think the two cultures aren't, necessarily miscible.  They don't, necessarily, mix 

together very well.  And, certainly, there are many people like me who enjoy being a part 

of both.  But developing a culture that can support both and vigorously grow is something 

that is still challenging the OSA today.  And I think they're still looking for ways to better 

service the industrial and commercial side than they do now.  I'm not sure that that is 

their mission or their role, but I applaud the fact that they are still striving to find the 

recipe that does that. 

 

LS: Was that some of the impetus for the thoughts about the SPIE merger? 
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TB: Well, the SPIE merger is a very interesting topic in and of itself.  The original motivation 

was, I believe, financial.  Both societies felt they were competing too much with one 

another for membership, and that there was the risk that they could both be impacted 

negatively by continuing to be competitors rather than merge.  So I think to a large 

extent, it wasn't cultural.  There was certainly a recognition that the SPIE service the 

engineering community as its main focus more than the OSA.  Not necessarily better, but 

as its main focus.  And so that was good.  It was complementary.  But that wasn't the 

motivation.  My impression is the motivation was concern about the financial viability of 

two organizations servicing the photonics area, both in academia and industry.   

 

 And I think the motivation was a good one.  I felt that a merger would possibly work if it 

was done right, but having been in the commercial sector, having been at Spectra-Physics 

through several takeovers and mergers, I had seen what the issues were there.  And you 

have to do these things correctly.  My concern was not so much whether we merged or 

not, but how it was done and what was the reason for it.  I think there was good 

motivation to do it, and I think there still is.  What happened there was quite interesting.  

The merger discussions began, and the people who were involved with leadership then 

were Tony Siegman, Gary Borkland and a few others.  These are people I had 

tremendous respect for. 

 

 There began to be quite a systemic antibody reaction to the merger discussion.  There 

were several individuals who were getting quite worked up about this, some of them here 

in Rochester.  Tony Siegman invited me out to lunch in '97 or '98 and said, "Look," – I 
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had indicated some concern about the process; not about the concept, but the process.  He 

knew that.  He said, "Look, you're a reasonable guy.  Why don't you work with these 

people so that we can have a rational discussion and keep things going." 

 

LS: I don’t know if Tony ever regretted having lunch with me or not, but I then began to 

interact with Emil Wolf, and others, and these are real passionate leaders.   

 

LS: Well, I think some of the trials and tribulations around the executive director position 

immediately followed the long-time tenure of Jarus Quinn, right? 

 

TB: Absolutely, it did.  Yes. 

 

LS: Why don't you talk a little bit about Jarus Quinn and what your interactions were like 

with him. 

 

TB: You know, you can't say enough positive.  Jarus Quinn was the heart and soul of the 

Optical Society and, really, its external interface to the majority of, certainly, the 

leadership of the photonics community.  So I met Jarus when we were at Jefferson Place 

when OSA was back in its first headquarters.  And Jarus was, and still is to me, sort of an 

ideal inspirational leader.  He was a politician, very adroit, but gentle about it.  He had, 

essentially, no self-interest ego at all.  He was just interested in promoting the Society 

and was just marvelous at handling people.  He hired an extremely effective staff. 

Barbara Hicks, in particular, and I worked very closely together.   
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 During that time period, during the end of his tenure, Barbara and I had worked together 

on starting the biomedical division, which is something that grew out of my switching to 

biometric imaging.  When I went there, I decided to bring the Society along with me.  We 

had no organized activity in biophotonics, so I said to Barbara, "Why don't we start a 

division?" which was to focus on biomedical applications. 

 

 So we put together a proposal, got it through technical council, and I was the first 

division chair.  I had been division chair of the quantum electronics division because of 

my Spectra-Physics activities, and was the first chair of the biomedical division.  We 

formed three technical groups, organized the topical group meetings then, and then I 

started what was really extremely effective, which was just an ad hoc group. 

 

 We had no charter.  Who's currently still at the OSA, was the staff person in charge.  We 

would meet at leadership, meet at CLEO, whenever we felt like it.  There was about 

twenty of us.  And we'd just talk about the biomedical area and what we could do, and 

how things were going. 

 

 We had no charter, we had no existence in the minutes or in the by-laws, but it was just 

an ad hoc group that was interested in promoting this activity.  I led that group for about 

three years.  And then things have evolved nicely.  We discussed whether or not we were 

going to have a journal, which we just started the Biomedical Optics Journal, and we 
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decided in '97, was dead-set against a new journal, so we didn't do that.  We started it as a 

division of Applied Optics.  That was a mistake, in retrospect. 

 

 SPIE came to us and said, "Will you jointly sponsor the Journal of Biomedical Optics 

with us?"  We said, "No."  Another mistake.  But we did a lot of things right.  We built up 

this group, and it's now a very vital part of the OSA.  That was all during this time period 

where we were going through the merger discussion and through these changes in 

executive directors and Jarus.  Without Jarus and Barbara Hicks, this whole biomedical 

thing would not have started.  A lot of positive things happened during that time period 

when there was turmoil.  There certainly were plusses and minuses.  The mid-to-late 

nineties was a tough time for the OSA. 

 

LS: When you talked about forming the biomedical division, was the formation of a new 

division within the OSA structure something that happened relatively regularly, or was 

this the first new division in a long time? 

 

TB: Not to my knowledge.  That was '95.  I had been a member since '75, and I don't know of 

any other new divisions, so it was somewhat unique.  We've now restructured the OSA, 

and so things are differently organized.  But I think during that time period, about thirty 

or forty years, it was one of the only divisions that was created, the only new division that 

was created.  So I think, though I'm not 100 percent certain of that, it was unusual, and 

that actually made it a little bit easier, because no one knew what the requirements were 
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[laughter].  So we had, basically, just a paragraph description and a couple of bullet 

points was all that was necessary to start the division.   

 

 And then organizing the people in this ad hoc group, which was a wonderful group of 

people, just really enjoyable to get together with them on a regular basis and just kind of 

talk through things and send things off to the board when we felt we had something 

interesting to say.  The staff was just tremendously supportive.  So it was sort of Jarus, 

not sticking to policy necessarily; just making a fertile area where people could get 

together and build a community, and that's what we did.  It was a good time. 

 

LS: And when Jarus left, were you involved in the effort to search for a replacement? 

 

TB: I didn't search for either.  I didn't interview either one of the two directors.  I worked with 

David, and worked somewhat with John; more with David than with John Thorner, but I 

was not involved with the search at that point.  I had stepped off the board, and so I have 

not had any direct involvement. 

 

LS: Jumping ahead in time a bit, can you walk me through the process of running for and 

being elected president of the Society, the second time? 

 

TB: The second time I was asked to run for president, Joe Goodman called me and I was 

thrilled.  The OSA is an organization that I've belonged to for decades.  I had been asked 

prior to run for president, and had run with the intention of losing, and I wanted to see, 
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could I get back to the Society.  And a number of people at Stanford: Tony Siegman, had 

all been presidents,– and Gary was one of the people who I dealt with in the merger 

situation – so they had all been who I was currently working with at Stanford very 

constructively, and people I've admired greatly through all of my time period at the 

Society.   

 

 These people had been great leaders, and so I really felt like I wanted to be successful this 

time in running for president, but I carefully looked at who I was running against to see 

did I have a chance.  Didn't want to run against Anthony Johnson again.  And so I 

decided that, yeah, this would probably be a good time for me to run.  I also knew that I 

could choose not to be involved with a start-up company, which was going to be 

important.  Because if I was going to run, and I explained this to my wife, who was also 

part of this decision, I was going to devote some time to this because I felt this was the 

payback time.  This is when I could get back to the Society and get involved with it, and I 

felt I could make a contribution. 

 

 I was pleased that Liz Rogan was the executive director because she was someone I had 

worked with, felt she was doing a good job, so everything seemed right to do it.  So I 

agreed to run for president and was elected, which is great. 

 

LS: What is the process of running for president like?  What do you do? 
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TB: Well, it's fairly simple.  You get a phone call and they say, "Will you run?"  You say, 

"Yes."  They say, "You need a position statement and a picture and a bio," so you put that 

together.  For me, it was really thinking about what areas of strategic direction I wanted 

to focus on within the Society so I spent some time writing my statement.  There's some 

marketing involved with that.  You want to appeal to a broad range, so I stressed my 

academic credentials, and that I was from Stanford but had been in industry and all the 

rest, and so you do want to present yourself in the appropriate way to appeal to the 

broadest audience. 

 

 I didn't think I was going to win because I had dropped out of the Society because of the 

merger for many years.  And I had been involved with other societies in the medical area 

where my commercial products were being exhibited.  So I hadn't been as active with the 

Society, so I didn't think I was going to win, honestly.  I thought there were other people 

there that were going to be more effective in terms of their presence in the Society.  So I 

was a little surprised when I won, but the actual process of running for president is 

relatively straightforward.  There's no speeches.  It's all writing, and it's just relatively 

straightforward to do. 

 

LS: What do you think really overcame, in the voting membership's mind, your period of 

relative inactivity in the Society? 

 

TB: You know, that's a very good question.  I don't know.  I think I was, perhaps, more visible 

during my Spectra-Physics career and during time on the board than I had expected.  
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People remembered me.  Not clear to me because, again, I didn't think I had had enough 

presence in the Society, in recent memory, to gain enough support.   

 

 People, when I ran in the first time during the merger time, I think they really wanted me 

to be president, and people remembered me more back then, and it may be just the 

collective memory from that.  And it's a very good question.  I don't know.  I don't know 

what population.  I don't even know what was the margin of victory.  They don't tell 

anybody that stuff.  So I really can't answer that question.  It's a good question and I'd be 

very curious to know. 

 

LS: Now you spend the first year as vice president after the election.  Is that right? 

 

TB: Yes. 

 

LS: And what did you do as vice president? 

 

TB: I looked at where the OSA had been.  They had asked me to be a member of the strategic 

planning committee prior to running for president, and that was very helpful because I 

got an idea of the state of strategic planning at the Society, and there was no strategic 

plans.  And so coming from a start-up area where you really have to create something out 

of nothing, you get fairly good at strategic planning and starting from scratch.   
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 So I really had a good snapshot of where the leadership was, and there were several areas 

of concern.  One was the whole idea that OSA was a North American based society, U.S. 

based society, but it really felt it had a global presence.  It had no strategy.  So what we 

did at the SPC was say, "Well, China's important; we'll do China first."  That was our 

global presence was China first, and I teased a lot of people about that that that was just 

not good enough.   

 

 So when you build companies, you build distribution networks, and you have to think 

globally.  So I had been involved with building several global distribution networks.  I 

knew how you do it in terms of defining whether you go through local distributors, 

whether you handle it centrally, what your products and services are, how they vary 

between the different market places.  I said, "Look, I can do this.  This should be a 

priority."  If we're going to go global, we had to make the decision because a lot of 

people still felt we were a U.S.-centric and should be a U.S.-centric.  We're Optical 

Society of America.   

 

 Well, that was a decision that needed to be made first, and we made that in the strategic 

planning committee meeting, and I kind of forced that one through, which is, "We've got 

to make this decision of are we U.S.-centric or are we not?"  So global presence was one 

of the strategies.  Part of my activities in the nineties was on the public policy committee 

when it was first formed.  I was very concerned about activist stands by scientific 

societies and public policy.   
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 So my view was the public policy initiative should enable the membership to present 

their views to their representatives but not take positions for the whole society.  So you 

enable the scientific community to interface.  So that was another part of it: let's codify 

our public policy.  And if we're going to be global, we've got to – can't be U.S.-centric 

any more in public policy, so we need strategies.  So that was another thing I wanted to 

do. 

 

 My wife and I, even when I was vice president, had a discussion.  "When was the laser 

invented?" she asked me one time in the bed, and I said 1960.  She said, "Isn't it about 

time for an anniversary?"  And I said, "That's a good idea."  So I said, "Look, we've got 

fifty years in 2010.  We should do something."  But I hadn't heard anybody suggest that 

we were going to do anything.  So in about a year and a half before 2010, I came to the 

board.  This was my first meeting on the board as V.P., and I said, "I think we should do 

a laser celebration.  It should be the Laser Jubilee."  Nobody liked that name.   

 

 I said, "We really need to come up with a better name."  Said, "How about Laser Fest"?  

He's a Stanford professor.  I said, "That's a good idea."  That was his last board meeting.  

His contribution was the name, Laser Fest, Laser Fest.  And the board approved the staff 

to investigate how to do this, and we launched the Laser Fest idea.  It was originally my 

wife or mine.  This was her suggestion that we do something on this, and I just was the 

implementer.  And we then launched Laser Fest about a year and a half, two years ago.  

So that was another initiative.   
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And I was quite interested in the students.  So now the students are starting to self-

organize.  And so I really felt that our future was in fostering the professional 

development of the students.  I wanted to get involved with the students.  So those are the 

main things. 

 

 The other one was that the OSA, most of the areas were in were pretty dusty.  The newest 

one was the biomedical.  But the whole climate change thing was coming up so I said, 

"Look, we should get into energy."  So I laid out all these things and I put them down as 

these are the strategic initiatives.  I realized that this was a multi-year effort.  I had some 

great people to work with, Joe Eberly, Rod Alferness, Jim Wyant, we were all officers at 

the same time.  So the only way to do this is really to organize ourselves as a group and 

say, "We're going to make this a multi-year effort."  I don't think that that had been 

routinely done by the officers.  They usually said, "I'm going to be president.  I'll do what 

I'm going to do as president and then be on the committees and get out."   

 

 So I sat down with Rod and Jim and I said, "Look, we should divide these things up, and 

we should work on this global presence strategy because this is going to be a multi-year 

effort.  And if all three of us do this, we will provide a unified front and we're invincible, 

if we all agree that this is what the Society's going to do and the officers do it, people will 

follow," and that's what we did. 

 

 Rod took the lead and did a spectacular job of working with staff, coming up with a 

strategy for the global presence, which took two years to develop.  I took over and he 
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handed it off to me, and we started the implementation phase, and Jim is running with it 

now.  We now have a strategy where, every country where we're active, we have a 

strategy for what we're going to do, how we're going to develop our knowledge of 

products and services and what the resource allocations, because we needed to be 

successful.  That's a business plan, and that was a lot of fun. 

 

LS: Were there thoughts to finish on the period of your presidency, that whole sort of cycle? 

 

TB: Well, there are a number of strategic issues that the Society has faced during this time 

period that I've been an officer.  And the switch from a U.S.-centric focus to a recognition 

that we are a global society, that really we're more the Optical Society rather than the 

Optical Society of America was important, and empowering our international non-U.S. 

members to really feel that this was their society was a focus.  And another focus was 

publications.  It was clear that the whole dynamic of the publications industry was 

changing, and I was very concerned about that because the OSA, that's their economic 

engine.  And being a businessman, I was very concerned about the health of the 

organization, and in terms of being able to support, financially, the organization to 

achieve its other goals.  And that's almost all publications.   

 

 I hadn't done much on the pubs council or other areas.  I really wanted to make a 

contribution there.  So about five or six years ago, I began working with some people in 

the medical area that were very interested in getting out information on the latest 

imaging, three dimensional imaging, MRI, ultrasound, C.T. scans, because nobody was 
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sharing these datasets.  The technology had advanced and accelerated to a point where 

doctors didn't know how to use it.  They were afraid to look at these images because they 

might be liable for something that they didn't diagnose that they didn't know how to 

diagnose. 

 

 And so the thought was that the more we can exchange these informations and allow 

people to understand scientific studies and look at each other's data, the better.  And there 

was a real critical need in lung cancer, in particular, where I was active in developing 

diagnostic tools that would use very sophisticated computer processing, image 

processing, to develop ways to automate looking at these massive datasets to get 

predictions of whether or not someone had lung cancer, which is the most deadly cancer 

that you can get.  

 

 And so I began to think about it and I thought, "Well, if we're going to be sharing data, 

sharing information is what we do as a scientific society.  It's not the raw-source data, but 

usually it's done by text.  But wait a minute.  We've got all this bandwidth.  Why can't we 

share the data along with the text?" 

 

 And this is not a revolutionary idea.  The Human Genome Project and the Gene 

Expression Omnibus were tools that my scientists had used all the time.  And I had seen 

the transition in the biomedical community from a closed community where you guarded 

your data, to one where it was expected that you would share it.   
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 I asked my daughter, who was a PhD student at Berkley, "Could you  imagine doing what 

you do," which is studying the molecular biology of TB, "without access to the protein 

databank or all these databases of shared data?"  She said, "I use them every day.  I 

couldn't do what I do without them."  So, clearly, a culture change had taken place there.  

My feeling was that this is what we needed to do at the Society.  We need to redefine 

what the information was that we were supplying and supporting the Exchange of, to 

include the source data. 

 

 So I began working with Grace Klonoski, who was my partner in crime in just about 

everything I do in the Society, and I said, "Look, this is the idea, that we're going to 

develop a database structure, and what were the key elements?"  You needed a database, 

and a repository.  You needed the technology to support it.  You needed metadata, you 

needed metadata search tools.  You needed ways that people could easily interface and 

download and look at the datasets.  We need to build this infrastructure. 

 

 So we began, about five years ago, just putting together the plan.  We worked together to 

present an outline to the board to go to the strategic planning committee.  We ended up 

going to the National Library of Medicine.  They funded this effort.  We developed the 

software and the infrastructure for Interactive Scientific Publishing, which is now an 

integral part of what we do at the OSA.  And the philosophy is that we're at the point 

where the scientific exchange of information can be supported, because of the large 

bandwidths we have, can support the exchange of massive amounts of data and access to 

that data. 
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 If you're going to make a scientific claim, you can now publish – and need to – publish 

the data to support that claim so that people can look at it, you can do post-publication 

review, and I think it's the way that all science is going to go, and it's the way the 

government wants the sciences to go.  OSA is, absolutely, at leadership position.  We are 

way ahead of the crowd.  And so I think there still are a lot of people that wonder why 

we're doing this, but I think it's the way that science is going.  And I think it is a 

testimony to this organization.  And I kind of almost put this all the way back to Jarus 

Quinn and the roots that he's able to dynamically respond to members' visions of this sort 

and get the resources in place and make it happen.  

 

 OSA is viewed, because of what Joe Eberly did in Optics Express, and I think now what 

we're doing in ISP, is just a leader in the publications field, which is remarkable for a 

100-year old society to be in that role.  And I'm very proud of the Society for what it's 

accomplished.  But ISP, then, was the other side.  In fact, I'd say almost half of my efforts 

over the last five years have gone into developing this capability with OSA.  And it's 

been a wonderful collaboration with the staff. 

 

LS: We've touched over the course of this discussion on some of the organization's strengths 

and weaknesses.  I wondered if you had more to say on that subject, especially perhaps 

with a view to contrasting or comparing it with other organizations that you've been 

associated with in your career. 
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TB: Well, there are several societies that I have been involved with through my career: APS, 

SPIE, IEEE are the primary ones.  But then I've also had exposure to a lot of the very 

large professional societies: the American Society for Clinical Oncology, the American 

Association for Cancer Research, RSNA.  These are societies that are ten times bigger 

than the OSA.  So I'd seen how these organizations – they're much more like guilds 

where they represent a class of people like radiologists, but meaning a huge industry, a 

$100 billion industry. 

 

 So I'd seen a number of different groups, a number of different scientific societies that are 

similar, APS and IEEE and SPIE, to OSA.  OSA, in my view, is the best run and the most 

volunteer friendly of these, and supportive, of all these organizations.  So it's hands 

down, in my view, the best scientific society I've ever been involved with.  It has a 

number of strengths.  It has weaknesses as well.  I think industry support, as we've 

discussed earlier, is not their strength.  I think they did the right thing with public policy 

which is, to a certain extent, they didn't do it all that well. 

 

 There are other groups, APS back in the eighties.  I resigned from the APS.  I stopped 

being a member because they took strong positions on issues which I felt I had no 

representation on, and that was Star Wars.  I agreed with their position, but I didn't agree 

with them taking it in my name without having any way to have my input to that 

decision. 
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 So on public policy, OSA, I don't think, has been as effective as they could be.  But they 

have been effective in that they have not taken a stand as a society and tried to represent 

the opinions of the membership through the officer chain or whatever.  I think that has 

been a real strength for the Society. 

 

 Coordinating the activities – and this is what Laura Kolton has done beautifully – is 

getting them involved with the political process and aware of what can and can't be done, 

is something the Society, I think, still could do better.  I think it does it as well as just 

about anybody out there.  But the real strength, I think, the Society doesn't take strong 

positions on issues unless it's motherhood and apple pie: more research dollars, etcetera.  

That's okay.  But in areas where I think, climate change, things that are still controversial 

in a number of sectors, OSA enables people to state their positions but doesn't take a 

position themselves, and I think that's been a real strength. 

 

 I think the leadership of the OSA, which is now Liz Rogan, has really emphasized the 

extent to which the staff is there to support and follow the will of the volunteers and the 

membership.  And it's difficult when you've got 130 people working for you, and that 

forms its own weather, that community.  And so you've got your own issues to deal with, 

and now you've got this huge customer base.  Not only that, but the customers form your 

board of directors, and I don't know how she does it.  Because working in this dual  

matrix, where you've got the board composed of your customers, no company in their 

right mind would do that, and she balances this dual matrix organization, has just led it 

very effectively. 
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 So again, the contrast there is leadership.  There is this bleak period where we had some 

interim directors that were not – and then we had this troika who actually did quite well, 

the staff who managed for a couple years or a year.  But the leadership – and I sort of 

jump over from Jarus to Liz – has just been a key element that I think has kept the 

Society functioning in a way that makes it peerless amongst the societies that I've worked 

with. 

 

LS: In addition to the interactive scientific publication realm, what other directions do you see 

as really important for OSA's future? 

 

TB: Well, you know, we have a good plan.  I think the global presence, and right now that's in 

the implementation phase, so that's critical.  So we know, basically, the areas that we 

want to focus in, and it's not just China first, though China is first, it's not just China first.  

And so we know that, and we know that the needs in China are different from the needs 

in Brazil.  And we've defined those needs.  And now it's a matter of saying, "What are the 

resources we need to support the communities that are growing there and to provide the 

services there?" 

 

 And then in Japan, there's a whole other group that is well established, so it's not 

evolving.  How do we better penetrate and serve the needs in Japan?  All of that 

implementation phase is critical.  That's going to require resources and resource 

allocation that the Society doesn't have in place right now.  And we're coming out of a 
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financially difficult time.  Coming out very strong.  The leadership here and the value 

that the Society provides carry the Society through this with a lot of panic and a lot of 

concern, lot of angst, but no long-term damage.  Now is the time to go back and start to 

implement that. 

 

 Publications is not the engine.  ISP is not the answer.  It is part of the answer.  And we've 

got, in place, a great staff to strategically position ourselves to follow the changes in 

publication. 

 

 I believe that the exchange of text information is going to become a commodity, that 

there's not going to be a lot there.  There will be some value in peer review.  Right now, 

there's more value in marketing, post-publication marketing.  That's what Nature does so 

well.  Then there is in the peer-review process.  And so people want to publish in Nature 

because they'll get lots of exposure.  Is it peer reviewed any better or worse than OSA?  I 

think it's probably worse.  But that isn't as important.  It's not the quality of the science; 

it's how it's marketed. 

 

 We've got to realize that.  And I think we've got to understand that to be competitive, we 

may have to put more effort into marketing the results that we publish.  So there's whole 

sorts of things like that, publications, that needs to be done. 

 

 And then the other side – which OSA is, again, doing better than anybody – is fostering 

the development of the young scientists here and getting the students involved in the 
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community, and getting them involved with meetings, with interaction and interchange, 

the new social networking programmings, them teaching us how to do these things, and 

incorporating and building on that.  And then not stopping when they stop being students, 

but continuing the development of their career within the Society and showing them how 

they can grow through the Society.  That's what I'm focusing on now. 

 

 Just had a meeting yesterday on the nominating committee, and we were looking at 

diversity as the big thing on the board, and I'm looking around and everybody's about 

fifty on the board.  So I said, "Well, age diversity, not."  We've got to do this.  So the 

nominating committee decided we're going to get young professionals that are going to 

join the board.  We're going to figure out how we're going to get them in a proactive way 

to be elected, and we're going to try to get a student member to be elected as a non-voting 

participant in the board meeting so we can have that input to the board.  It's totally 

missing right now, and it's been enthusiastically accepted by everybody. 

  

 So we've created a monster, which is this IONS in these student chapters.  And we've 

now got to feed the monster and keep it going.  So that's going to be a challenger.  These 

students have high expectations. 

 

 I talked to one of the women that I've met now in Barcelona, in Glasgow, and she's from 

Moscow, and she's been at all these IONS meetings that are IONS groupies that follow 

the IONS meetings all around the world.  And I said, "How's it going?"  She said, "Well, 

it's great."  She says, "The OSA meetings, the IONS meetings are just one big party.  And 
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we just have a wonderful time."  This is a hundred-year old scientific society that's 

creating the place to be.  It is just a wonderful social opportunity for these young 

scientists.  And so we have created a monster, and they have high expectations.  We're 

going to have to continue to satisfy those expectations, and that's going to be a challenge. 

 

LS: Thank you, Dr. Baer.  I think on that note, we need to wind it up for today, but it's been a 

pleasure talking to you.  Thanks very much. 

 

TB: Same here.  You're very welcome. 

 

[End of Interview] 


