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access to at least one of these conferences for all mathe-
matical scientists and to promote the formation of local 
research groups.

2. They would feature one leading researcher who would 
give a series of ten lectures over five days, leading the par-
ticipants from a basic introduction in an important area 
of current research to the point where they could begin to 
work in this field.

3. The conference would be followed by the production 
of a monograph, based on the ten lectures, that would 
serve the broader population of mathematical scientists 
as an introduction to an exciting realm of contemporary 
mathematical research.

The first two monographs, both products of 1969 confer-
ences, were Irving Kaplansky’s Algebraic and Analytic Aspects 
of Operator Algebras [8], published by AMS, and Garett 
Birkhoff’s The Numerical Solution of Elliptic Equations [1], 
published by SIAM. In the early years, SIAM published the 
monographs in statistics, but starting with Morris Eaton’s 
Group Invariance Applications in Statistics [3], based on a 
1987 conference, the American Statistical Association and 
the Institute of Mathematical Statistics have jointly pub-
lished the monographs in statistics. There are now three 
monograph series: the CBMS Regional Conference Series in 
Mathematics (AMS), the CBMS-NSF Regional Conference 
Series in Applied Mathematics (SIAM), and the CBMS-NSF 
Regional Conference Series in Probability and Statistics 
(IMS & ASA).

Current Status
The program has been an enormous success. Total sales of 
the monographs have far exceeded a quarter of a million 
copies. Five have gone into second editions [5, 6,10,11,14], 
and three have sold over 10,000 copies each [2,4,13]. One 
of these, Ingrid Daubechies’ Ten Lectures on Wavelets, based 
on her 1990 CBMS Conference at the University of Lowell, 
has sold over 16,000 copies, been cited almost 30,000 

The year 2019 marks the 50th anniversary of the CBMS/
NSF Regional Conference Series1 and the accompanying 
CBMS monographs https://bit.ly/2nZHqdN, one of 
the hallmark efforts of the Conference Board of the Mathe-
matical Sciences. Since its inception in 1969, 372 of these 
conferences have been run, leading to the publication of 
more than 230 monographs. This is an opportune moment 
to look back on the success of this program and to look 
forward. While the essence of these conferences will not 
change, CBMS and NSF have discussed modifications that 
will be in place by 2020.

Origins
CBMS was incorporated in 1960 as a forum for bringing 
together the presidents of the professional societies in the 
mathematical sciences to coordinate their efforts. Toward 
the end of that first decade it formulated two projects that 
spanned the interests of multiple societies: the departmen-
tal survey, which has been conducted every five years, and 
the Regional Conference Series, originally run under the 
auspices of both AMS and the Society for Industrial and 
Applied Mathematics (SIAM).

To distinguish them from the many other mathematical 
conferences run each year, the Regional Conferences were 
conceived with three distinctive features:

1. They would be regional, spread across the United 
States and favoring institutions that would normally not 
host major research conferences. The intent was to facilitate 
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ferences would be supported and at what level of funding. 
Over the decades, the funding model has changed. Applica-
tions to organize a CBMS conference are now made directly 
to NSF, usually with an April deadline to run a conference 
in the summer of the following year. Until recently, CBMS 
played a role in deciding which conferences would be 
funded. Moving forward, CBMS will play a more active role 
in soliciting applications and proposal development, and 
will not participate in funding decisions.

Evaluating the regional conference series
Early in 2017, in response to concerns that the number 
of proposals to run one of these conferences had been in 
decline in recent years, that monographs were coming from 
an ever smaller fraction of conference speakers, and that the 
citation numbers for recently produced monographs were 
also down, CBMS undertook a thorough re-evaluation of 
the program. 

In spring and summer 2017 the board held focus groups 
and sent questionnaires to many of those who had been 
involved with CBMS conferences over the past fifteen years. 
The issues targeted for discussion included whether CBMS 
should continue to build the conferences around a single 
speaker giving ten lectures, whether to continue to produce 
monographs, and how to take advantage of the opportuni-
ties afforded by the internet. While responses varied greatly, 
there were three clear messages that came through:

1. A single lecturer is neither necessary nor always desir-
able. However, there was consistent support for the ratio-
nale behind the requirement of a single speaker: to provide 
a well-connected and tightly focused flow that moves from 
a basic introduction to the topic up to the edge of current 
research, giving participants an intensive experience that 
effectively introduces them to the important tools and 
problems. Many mathematicians felt that this could be 
accomplished more effectively with more than one voice, 
provided there was tight coordination in linking the talks.

2. There was almost universal support for continuation 
of the monographs. This came from senior mathematicians 
who treasure their dog-eared copies of past monographs, 
but also from current graduate students who continue to 
find them to be a useful guide into a field they wish to 
study. It was gratifying to see that print still has an import-
ant role to play in disseminating mathematical knowledge.

3. There also was strong support for insisting that all 
conferences produce a body of timely online material, 
from background material that should be posted before 
the conference begins to videos of the conference talks and 
detailed notes that expand on the actual talks.

We also heard of the importance of the networking that 
happens at these conferences and the need for opportuni-
ties to work collectively on problems and to gain experience 
with the software that is often an integral part of particular 
research streams.

times, and, in 1994, received the AMS Steele Prize for Ex-
cellence in Expository Writing.

CBMS has always managed the infrastructure for these 
seminars: encouraging applications to NSF to run one of 
these conferences and disseminating information on the 
application process, publicizing the conferences, handling 
the honoraria, encouraging speakers to turn in the mono-
graphs, and approving the monographs for publication.

The CBMS lecturers have included four Fields Medal-
ists. Paul Cohen at Carleton College in 1972 and William 
Thurston at the University of Minnesota in 1983 gave their 
lectures after receiving the medal. Vaughan Jones at the U.S. 
Naval Academy in 1988 and Terrence Tao at New Mexico 
State University in 2005 lectured before they received the 
medal. Women have been underrepresented as conference 
lecturers, but the past five years have included Wen-Ching 
Winnie Li [9], Nalini Joshi, Alice Guionnet, and Anna C. 
Gilbert among the CBMS lecturers. 

Geographic, institutional, and subject diversity continue 
to be distinguishing features of the conference series. In 
the past five years regional conferences have been held in 
Alabama, California, Illinois, Iowa, Maryland, Minnesota, 
Montana, New Hampshire, New Mexico, New York, North 
Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, 
Texas, Utah, Washington DC, and Wyoming. They have 
been run at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
and Hispanic Serving Institutions, at liberal arts colleges, 
at regional comprehensive universities, and at research uni-
versities. Topics have ranged from combinatorics, number 
theory, geometry/topology, algebra, and analysis to PDEs, 
data analysis, statistical analysis, computational methods, 
and quantum field theory, often focusing on exciting new 
developments where these subjects overlap.

In the early days, CBMS and its advisory board received 
a block grant from NSF, with total control over which con-
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 ○ The principal lecturer will provide preliminary 
materials that will include an introduction to the 
problems to be discussed. This will supply some 
historical context, a reading list, basic definitions 
and results relevant to the upcoming conference, 
as well as an outline of the ten talks to be given. 

 ○ The principal lectures will use prepared slides (e.g. 
PDF, PPT, or Beamer), which will be submitted to 
CBMS by the end of the conference.

 ○ The conference organizers will video record at least 
the ten principal lectures, which CBMS will offer 
on Vimeo or a comparable site. 

 ○ The principal lecturer will post a fleshed out ver-
sion of the outline of the ten talks within 45 days 
of the conclusion of the conference.

 • A polished monograph is still expected. It is hoped that 
the extended outline of the talks will be a significant step 
toward its production. 

 • The hallmark emphasis on institutional and geographic 
diversity will be expanded to include diversity of lectur-
ers and participants, with an emphasis on broadening 
participation by members of groups underrepresented 
in the mathematical sciences.
When, in 2017, CBMS contacted those who had recently 

been involved with this series, we were heartened by the 
outpouring of support that we received. While not every-
one agreed on the way forward, everyone communicated 
the value of this series, both in the past and for the future. 
We are grateful for the legacy of the past fifty years and for 
this opportunity to re-imagine this series as we move into 
the next decades.
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