
Task Force on Special Lectures 
The task force was set up to consider the issue of naming the Medallion Lectures, but its remit 
was broadened to look more generally at the IMS Special Lectures, to suggest ways of 
increasing their profile and prestige.   The membership of the Task Force was as follows: 
 
Rina Foygel Barber  

David Blei 

Victor Panaretos 

Bernard Silverman, Chair 

Bin Yu 

 

Date of this report:  28 January 2021 

Summary of recommendations 
● All the IMS named lectures should be retrospectively redesignated as “the [XXX] Award 

and Lecture”, (or, in some cases, “Medal and Lecture”) to make it clear, especially to 
those outside our field, that they are prestigious awards. 
 

● The Wald Award and Lectures should be restricted to a two-lecture series, with the 
option of additional materials or enhancements as set out below.  The plenary slot thus 
vacated could be used for a new award and lecture for interdisciplinary work.  

● The IMS should consider imaginative enrichment and enhancements for its leading 
awards, using IMS funds where appropriate.  For example:  

○ professionally record and curate the lectures themselves, or supplementary 
materials, to build a permanent e-library; 

○ facilitate presentations such as TeD or Five Levels versions of lectures; 
○ supplement presentations by a live “fireside chat” or interview, like a live version 

of the Statistical Science profiles; 
○ encourage awardees to involve collaborators (especially from other disciplines if 

the work is interdisciplinary) to take part in their presentations. 
● At least half the Medallion Awards should be given to early-to-mid career researchers  

 
 

● The IMS should explicitly solicit proposals to name Medallion Lectures, but also retain 
the “Medallion” brand, so that they would be called “the [NAME] IMS Medallion Award 
and Lecture”1. Individual proposals to name awards would be considered initially by the 

1 One member of the task force would prefer “the [NAME] Lecture and IMS Medallion Award” because 
that maintains the consistency of the Medallion Awards while honoring [NAME] through the title of the 
lecture.  
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Memorials Committee; naming in honor of a living person is not ruled out but would also 
be considered on a case-by-case basis. 

● The cost of naming a Medallion Lecture should be $15,000. This would be added to a 
pooled awards fund within IMS’s investments. IMS would commit to using the name 
every year for at least ten years, but would retain the option to use names less often 
after that.  

● The awardees should be chosen by the IMS Special Lectures committee as at present. 
After the Medallion lecturers had been identified, there would be one additional step for 
the committee or its chair, allocating the lecturers to the named slots.  

● To further increase the prestige of the Medallion series, IMS should commission a more 
substantial (and imaginative) medallion than the one that is currently in use.  

● Awardees should be presented with a generic IMS Medallion and with a certificate or 
plaque which is personalised with the name of the lecture.  The presenter of the 
certificate and plaque (usually a senior IMS member such as a past president) would 
also say some words about the person after whom the award had been named. This 
could also be done for the other IMS named lecturers, so that we keep alive the memory 
rather than the memorial just being a name.  
 

● The IMS should conduct a wider review of the way it serves the disciplinary diversity of 
its membership, for example how it can best serve both the probability and the statistics 
communities as well as emerging disciplines and subdisciplines such as machine 
learning. 

General considerations for Special Lectures2 

Making it clear that Special Lectures are awards 
It is not even clear within the statistical community that all the IMS named lectures, as well as 
the Medallion Lectures, are prestigious awards, and it is often difficult to make this case 
externally.  The committee heard convincing arguments that this puts probabilists and 
statisticians at a disadvantage when competing with other disciplines in many different contexts. 
 
We recommend that all IMS Special Lectures should be called (for example) “the Neyman 
Award and Lecture”, not just “the Neyman Lecture”. In any case where there was a physical 
medal presented, it would be called “the XXX Medal and Lecture”.  In every case it would need 
to be specified that giving the lecture is a condition of the award.3  We also recommend that this 
redesignation should be retrospective, so that past named lecturers would be allowed to 
describe their lecture as “Award and Lecture”.  

2 The term “Special Lecture” is taken to include the current named lectures (Wald, Blackwell, Le Cam, 
Neyman, Rietz), as well as the Medallion Lectures. It could also include the joint IMS/Bernoulli Society 
Doob and Schramm Lectures but that could require agreement with the Bernoulli Society.  
3 There is very good precedent for this sort of naming.  See for example Bakerian Medal and Lecture | 
Royal Society which goes back to 1775. 
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Because the Medallion is already a medal (!) the designation would be “IMS Medallion Award 
and Lecture” or, if the award is named, as described below, in honor or memory of someone 
“the [NAME] IMS Medallion Award and Lecture” (or, if the IMS Council prefers the alternative 
designation suggested in the summary, “the [NAME] Lecture and IMS Medallion Award”.)  
 
Another advantage of making it clear that “Lectures” are awards is that it should improve the 
pool of nominations.  As part of a wider communications strategy, IMS should work hard to 
encourage more nominations for its awards.  For example, for the Medallion Awards, the 
Journal Editors should be asked to point out particularly good papers in their journals. 

Making Special Lectures more relevant 
The conventional plenary lecture at a conference has probably been falling out of favour for a 
long time, long before the pandemic moved everything online. This is a natural consequence of 
the diversification of our field—30 or 40 years ago, plenary lectures were of interest to 
everybody at a conference whereas now it is much more difficult to have such wide appeal. In 
addition there are many other ways of disseminating ideas.  The discussion in this section is 
relevant to all of IMS’s Special Lectures, not just the Medallion Lectures.  

We set out some ideas to supplement the conventional “seminar” format, which could be 
particularly applied to Special Lectures. The ideal is to present material in such a way that it is of 
interest to specialists but also to those who have a more superficial or general interest. It may 
not be easy to achieve both these objectives well in a single format and therefore presenting 
material in multiple ways may be a good way forward. Some of the proposals would require the 
IMS to commit resource; we believe this would be an excellent investment for the wider benefit 
to the subject and to the IMS.  In particular, any or all of the lectures and the supplementary 
materials could become part of a permanent IMS e-library which would build up into a very 
useful resource, which would also enhance the visibility and value of IMS.  

We already give Special Lecturers the opportunity to write about their talks in the IMS Bulletin, 
so the suggestions here may be seen as ways of extending that further. They are intended as 
options available to Special Lecturers (and not necessarily offered to all of them) not as 
obligations which might deter people from accepting an award and lecture.  

● Webcast Special Lectures and leave them online permanently. It might be worth 
spending money to broadcast/record them professionally in a more imaginative and 
interesting way, so that they become a real resource for the profession.  There needs to 
be smart archiving and curation. 

● Supplement at least a subset of the conventional Special Lectures by more of a “TeD 
talk” format, as an option for the lecturer. TeD talks have to be carefully prepared and 
rehearsed, so they are quite a bit of work, but they can be considerably more accessible 
and useful as a long-term resource. The IMS could pay appropriate consultants to work 
with those lecturers who wanted to make this kind of presentation. 
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● Another possible option to offer is a similar but slightly different concept, the “5 Levels” 
series by Wired.  Here, an expert scientist explains a high-level subject in five different 
layers of complexity— first to a child, then a teenager, then an undergrad majoring in the 
same subject, a grad student and, finally, a colleague, all in about a 20 minute video. 
The concept need not be followed slavishly, but a key aspect is the actual participation 
of the child, teenager, etc.  

● Have a live “fireside chat” or interview with the awardee, along the lines of the Statistical 
Science interviews but also allowing questions from the audience. Many graduate 
students and junior researchers would appreciate opportunities to ask questions like 
"how do you write?" and "how do you get ideas?" to senior researchers in the field.  

The Wald Lectures 
A series like the Wald Lectures can be something of a marathon.  The IMS website says that 
the series should have two, three or four lectures to give “sufficient time to develop material in 
some detail and make it accessible to nonspecialists” but the idea of moving from the general to 
the more specialised may have got lost. Here are some possibilities: 

● The first lecture should explicitly be a general introduction, accessible and of interest to a 
starting graduate student or even an undergraduate statistics major.  

● The second could be a more technical and specialised talk, perhaps deliberately put in a 
smaller room so that it does not feel under-attended. 

● In addition to the two plenary lectures, there could be other materials or sessions, along 
the lines of the possibilities set out above.  A live interview might be particularly 
appropriate for the Wald Award; this would not need to be in a plenary session.  

A new interdisciplinary award? 
Reducing the number of Wald Lectures to two would free up a plenary slot at the Annual 
Meeting.  This could be filled by a new interdisciplinary Special Lecturer (preferably named), 
which could be framed in an innovative way, for example 

● It could perhaps be open to be awarded to a team rather than an individual 
● Even if the award itself was to an individual, they could be encouraged to involve others 

in the presentation itself, for example collaborators from other disciplines. 

We note that there are few really top awards for interdisciplinary statistical work, and so IMS 
would be doing a service not only to the probability and statistics communities but also to 
science (and other fields) much more widely.  
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The Medallion Lectures 

Background  
In the early 2000s the IMS renamed its “Special Invited Papers” as “Medallion Lectures”. The 
reason for this was in order to increase the prestige of what is in effect an award; our subject 
does not have many awards and so this was a way of improving the profile of the subject and of 
IMS.  

The original intention of the name “Medallion Lectures” was as a placeholder, until such time as 
they could be used as a “naming opportunity” in order to attract donations to cover their cost. 
However, this seems to have been forgotten and this review is an opportunity to revisit the 
issue.  

Memorials: thinking ahead 
We have already had some impressive memorials set up, for example in honor of Peter Hall and 
Larry Brown. The IMS would do well to have a menu of possibilities for future memorials, 
designed in such a way as 

● to be of genuine benefit to the objects of IMS 
● to be a fitting memorial 
● not to place an administrative burden on IMS 

The time to think about this sort of thing is in advance and in the abstract. IMS should have a 
menu of possibilities, together with an indication of how much funding needs to be raised in 
each case. Setting up individual awards each with their own committee is burdensome; it makes 
more sense to name existing awards, or to supplement existing awards, so that the process is 
the same. Indeed the current IMS website Institute of Mathematical Statistics | Creation of New 
IMS Named Lectures (imstat.org) discourages proposals for new named lectures on the 
grounds of the current number of named lectures and the problems involved in scheduling such 
lectures. 

As far as the burden of making awards is concerned, if there is a new award along the same 
lines as an existing award, the additional work, if any, is much less. Care is needed to avoid an 
unintended hierarchy of prestige between awards in the same class if they have different 
names.  However, if IMS does not proactively set out a range of possibilities for new memorials, 
it may end up in 20 years’ time with an unmanageable panoply of overlapping awards 
presenting serious administrative issues.  

Because it does not involve introducing new lectures, and does not require a substantial 
administrative process, naming the Medallion Lectures is therefore a neat way of giving 
opportunities for setting up of new memorials.  
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Naming the Medallion Lectures 
 
In addition to redesignating them as “Award and Lecture”, giving the Medallion Lectures names 
would increase their prestige. Retaining the Medallion brand as well would give continuity with 
the current awards.  Naming the Medallion Lectures would not involve any additional lecture 
slots to be found, and incur only minimal administrative effort.  

The IMS web site would give more details of the persons for whom lectures had been named. It 
would also explain the process whereby lecturers themselves were selected and allocated to 
the named slots; this would go some way to mitigating the risk of a prestige hierarchy in any 
transition period where there are fewer than eight names available. 

Rather than setting out explicit criteria for the Memorials Committee to use in accepting 
proposals, it is better to proceed on a case-by-case basis.  Obviously one would not accept a 
proposal that would bring the IMS into disrepute, and any proposal would have to be endorsed 
by the Council, but we do not feel it appropriate to apply very restrictive criteria;  just the fact 
that a group of people is prepared to raise and donate the funds is a signal of the esteem in 
which the proposed name is held. Similarly someone who gave a legacy could reasonably be 
honored this way if the Memorials Committee is happy to recommend the acceptance of the 
legacy.  

Selecting the named lecturers 
The current process for choosing Medallion Lectures is set out in the IMS handbook.   We 
propose that the lecturers should be chosen before the names are allocated. It would be up to 
the Special Lectures Committee (possibly delegating to the chair or a small subcommittee) to 
allocate the names after choosing the lecturers; this should be made clear on the IMS website 
and should stress that all Medallion Awards are of equal status.  

Aligning lecturers too closely with the subject areas of names could be problematic, and it is 
important not to introduce a status hierarchy.  For this reason it might be worth, in the early 
years of the scheme where not all the lectures were named, briefly stating explicitly why a 
particular name had been allocated to a lecturer.  Once there were four names, one possibility is 
to use each name twice; using a name three times in a single year is probably excessive. 
Another strategy might be to name all the lectures at the main IMS meeting, or perhaps some or 
all the lectures not at the main meeting!  We hope these are only transitional matters.  

If in due course there were more than eight names available, individual names could be rotated 
after they had been conferred for ten years.  IMS currently rotates some of its named lecturers 
and so this would not be setting a precedent.  On the other hand it could be that after eight 
names had been endowed, IMS would close the scheme.  The current proposal is designed not 
to tie the hands of future IMS Councils on this matter; the important thing is not to make 
commitments in perpetuity which cannot be met.  
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Financial considerations 
The financial situation of IMS has improved considerably in recent years and so this should not 
be regarded primarily as a fund-raising opportunity, though being in possession of reserved 
funds for particular purposes frees up funds for the more general benefit of the IMS’s work.  The 
cost of a Medallion Lecture is up to $2000 in travel and accommodation expenses for the 
lecturer.  In addition there is the cost of the medallion itself.  

The proposed dual badging of the Medallion Lectures suggests that IMS should essentially 
match fund any donations by continuing to meet half the costs.  This would indicate the need for 
the sponsors of a proposal to provide for $1000 (at current prices) each year the award is made. 
A reasonable rate of total return for a long term investment under the current IMS investment 
strategy4 is 5% which would indicate a net present cost of $20,000 for an award to be made 
annually in perpetuity.  Because of the possibility that, after a number of years, names could be 
rotated, we have proposed reducing this to $15,000.   There is very little downside risk to the 
IMS in making a commitment in perpetuity, because it has control of the amount of expenses 
that are actually provided, and also because it has considerable reserves to meet any shortfall.  

Redesigning the medallion and certificate 
To further increase the prestige of the award, we also recommend that IMS commission a more 
substantial (and imaginative) medallion than the one that is currently in use.  Spinks of London 
have quoted as follows, for a bronze 2 inch to 3 inch medal with a blank back (which could then 
be engraved or not) in a smart presentation case: 

Design the die:  $2000 
Cost per medallion:  $200  
Cost per presentation case: $50 

The cost per medallion is probably less if we ordered ten to twenty years’ worth of medallions; 
Spinks would keep the die in good condition at no cost.  Designing a die with a face on it is 
possible, but would cost more.   This would therefore not be an enormous cost to IMS funds, 
and it can be considered in slower time than the naming possibility proposed.  

It could also be worth spending a little money to design and produce distinctive high quality 
certificates to be presented, which would include the name of the lecture (if there is one).  

Disciplinary diversity 
The rules for the appointment of Medallion Lecturers at the moment include detailed 
mechanisms to ensure some balance between lectures in probability and in statistics. These are 
indicative of the wider long-running issue of how the IMS can serve both its probability and its 

4 Low cost index funds, tracking as follows: 49% US stock market, 21% International stock markets, 30% 
US bond market.  

  
7 



statistics community. These are in any case not wholly distinct, and may also represent only one 
aspect of the diversity of disciplines within IMS, especially with the emergence of newer 
disciplines or sub-disciplines such as machine learning. This question is outside this report’s 
strict remit, but is one where the IMS could possibly benefit from a much wider ranging review.  

Age diversity  
In order to raise the profile and status of the Medallion Lectures, we propose that at least half of 
them should be awarded to early- and mid-career researchers.  This way they would, at least in 
part, be a showcase for the innovative work that younger researchers are carrying out.  We do 
not think that there should be any explicit labelling of the lectures---all the awards would be of 
equal status---and of course there would be no objection if more than half, even all, the 
awardees were early or mid career. 

Our preferred definition of early-to-mid career is five years beyond the limit for the COPSS 
Presidents’ Award.  Essentially this would mean that awardees would have to be aged 45 or 
less, or, to allow for late PhDs, no more than 17 years from the award of their PhD; we would 
add that the 17 years should be calculated to take account of partial or full career breaks, for 
example because of caring responsibilities.  

There was a range of views as to whether this should be a strict requirement for the committee, 
or whether it should be a guideline which the committee would then implement as it wished.  If it 
is a strict requirement, then it is straightforward to modify the current preferential voting system 
to accommodate the constraint that at least M of the candidates elected are in a particular class. 
This modification has now been programmed as part of the R vote  package. 

 

  
8 


