
RESEARCH IN A TRIANGLE: PART I
Nestled in the flat land of the Piedm ont section of N orth Carolina is one of the most 

successful research centers in the country today. The Research Triangle, bounded by Raleigh, 
Durham, and Chapel Hill —  once only a dream —  is now a thriving research conglomerate. Eighteen re

search organisations, whose research activities are as diverse as textile chemistry, environmental health 
problems, and computer components, form the hub of the Research Triangle complex.

The specific activities of these organisations will be discussed in Part II  of this series. H ow  the 
Research Triangle began, what it has become, and why it has succeeded when many similar 

attempts have failed provide the subject of this article. This portion of the story begins in the mid-1950’s.
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History A  research center for N orth Carolina 
was envisioned as early as 1955. The original 
stimulus for the idea was an economic one. Realizing 
the need to diversify an economy which for decades 
had been dependent on tobacco, textiles, and furni
ture, leaders of both government and industry were 
willing to consider and experiment with any idea that 
might lure industry to their state. A  center devoted 
to scientific, technological, and industrial research, 
they concluded, would not only be a big business in 
its own right, but would also attract m ajor industries 
which thus far had bypassed the Tar Heel State. 
The original planners were extremely fortunate in

having a nearly perfect site for their proposed re
search center. Three universities, located in the 
north-central portion of the state within close 
proximity to one another, conveniently provided the 
academic resources vital to the research-development 
objective. The University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, Duke University in Durham, and North 
Carolina State University in Raleigh formed a 
scalene triangle— too obvious to ignore in naming the 
project. The Research Triangle offered the ideal 
environment for almost any type of study. Further
more, the cultural advantages associated with uni
versity life were an enticement to the necessary 
human elem ent; concerts, art exhibits, little theaters, 
and the possibility of continuing education combined 
with living in a relaxed country atmosphere made a 
tempting combination.

Preparations for the new research com plex were 
begun, and by m id-1958 a name and site had been 
chosen. The Research Triangle Park, the land pro
vided for the prospective industrial and governmental 
research organizations, was located at the base of 
the Triangle, within easy reach of all three uni
versities and purposely near the Raleigh-Durham 
Airport. Restrictions were established to insure 
both the purpose and appearance of the Park. O c
cupants were to be organizations devoted solely to 
research and research-oriented manufacturing and, 
in order to maintain a park-like, campus atmosphere, 
were allowed to cover no more than 15% of their 
allotted acreage with buildings.

W hen the location of the Park had been selected, 
the problems associated with developing a research 
com plex became manifest. Land had to be acquired, 
money had to be collected, promotion work had to 
be started, and most important of all, clients had to 
be found. It was a slow, disorganized period for 
the Park— and the most complicated part of its 
history. The complexity was increased by the 
unique combination of business, government, and 
academic interests in the project. The difficulties 
were slowly and carefully overcome, however, until 
the present organization and structure were attained.

The underlying cause for the success of the whole 
research project seems to have been the ability of 
dissimilar interests to work for one common goal 
which would ultimately benefit all. There were, of 
course, additional factors which contributed to the 
success; the close alliance with the universities, care
ful and detailed planning— not only of the Park 
itself, but of the residential areas surrounding it 
— the generosity of contributors, and the cooperation 
and enthusiasm of then Governor Luther H. Hodges 
all played an invaluable role in the success story.
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Structure Today the “ Research Triangle” com 
monly refers to the three universities and the 18 
institutions in the Park. There are three distinct 
corporate organizations which act as the basic 
governing bodies of the research complex. Member
ship of the Boards of Directors of the three groups 
reflects the influential role of the universities and 
the collaboration of state, business, and academic 
interests. The Research Triangle Foundation, the 
mother organization, the Research Triangle Park, 
and the Research Triangle Institute comprise the 
tripod structure. Each has its own function ; each 
fulfills a vital need.

The Research Triangle Foundation’s primary pur
pose is to promote the entire resources of the T ri
angle, and thereby recruit new research organiza
tions to the area and the state. It is in essence a 
trusteeship and was originally financed through con 
tributions from corporations and individual citizens 
in North Carolina. Profits from both the Institute 
and the Park are turned over to the Foundation. 
These surpluses are used as grants to support scien
tific research at North Carolina universities and 
colleges and at the Institute. The Chairman of the 
Board of Directors of the Foundation is the former 
Governor and former U. S. Secretary of Commerce 
Luther Hodges. A s a respected citizen of North 
Carolina with great administrative ability, he seems 
ideally suited to the job. The “ G overnor" receives 
one dollar a year for his services— 50 cents at each 
semi-annual Board meeting.

The Research Triangle Park is a wholly owned 
subsidiary of the Foundation and has its own Board 
of Directors. Its original purpose was to secure 
land for the research center. Today its primary 
function is the sale of that land. The Research 
Triangle Park refers not only to the corporation, 
but also to the land itself.

The Park, which is the geographical hub of re
search activity within the Triangle, is a huge 5,000 
acre tract of land six miles long and two miles wide. 
It is the Park which offers the physical evidence 
of a “ dream come true.”  The total value of the 
investment today is about $50 million. A n addi
tional $105 million for buildings which will be com 
pleted in the next few years will raise the total to 
approximately $155 million. Visitors to the Park 
are initially impressed with its sprawling size, and 
secondly with its modernity. It is rather paradoxical 
to find million-dollar buildings which manage to 
capture all the strength and simplicity of modern 
design in the middle of a forest of scrub pine. 
Amazing also is the mere ten years required for the 
Park to reach its present state of development.

The Research Triangle Institute, commonly re
ferred to as “ R T I ,”  provides contract research 
services to Federal, state, and local government 
agencies, foundations, and industrial clients ranging 
from local companies to national corporations. Over 
the past ten years, R T I ’s cumulative contract billings 
to its clients have exceeded $26.5 million— another 
example of the success of the research endeavor. 
Earnings are reinvested in program development, 
staff growth, and expansion of facilities. R T I was 
created as the focal point of the Triangle and was 
established as an independent corporate entity by 
the three universities. A s a wholly owned affiliate 
of the three schools, it operates under a separate 
Board of Governors with its own full-time staff.

Separated from this three-pronged structure is the 
Research Triangle Regional Planning Commission, 
which has proved invaluable to the overall develop
ment of the research area. Established in 1959 by 
the North Carolina General Assembly, its chief 
responsibility is to provide long-range, area-wide 
planning for the development of the Park and the 
surrounding counties of W ake, Durham, and Orange.

The Measure of Success In little over a decade 
the Research Triangle has become one of the most 
successful research complexes in the nation, and 
thereby one of North Carolina’s most valuable 
assets. The very size and operation of the Park 
— 18 “ tenants” on 5,000 acres doing research in 
numerous disciplines— are indicators of the success 
of the research center. A  wide variety of research 
services are made available through the Triangle to 
the state’s educational, governmental, agricultural, 
and business communities. Perhaps the success of 
the Research Triangle is best measured by how well 
it has fulfilled the purpose for which it was originally 
intended: the economic improvement of North 
Carolina. The amount of revenue the state gains 
from the Park is one very evident example. Last 
year the annual payroll for the approximately 5,000 
Park employees totaled $50 million. A lso of great 
economic value are the human resources brought to 
North Carolina by the Triangle facilities: not only 
professional scientists and engineers, but also sup
porting personnel such as highly skilled technicians. 
The Triangle also allows the state to retain its own 
talent and brainpower by supplying positions for 
graduates of the three universities and the 57 other 
North Carolina colleges. By pouring both capital 
and manpower into the economic stream, the R e
search Triangle has taken a giant step toward ac
complishing its primary purpose.

Carla R. Gregory
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