
Minutes* 
 

Senate Research Committee 
Monday, March 10, 2014 

2:00 - 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Maria Gini (chair), John Bischof, Jayne Fulkerson, Daniel Habchi, Philip Herold, Frances 

Lawrenz, Amanda Maxwell, Suzanne Paulson, LaDora Thompson, Kathleen Thomas, 
Kyla Wahlstrom, Lynn Zentner 

 
Absent: J. Michael Autry, Arlene Carney, Jeanette Gundel, Goran Hellekant, Brian Herman, 

Brian Johnston, Seung-Ho Joo, Michael Kyba, Tucker LeBien, Hinh Ly, Richard Nho, 
Scott McIvor, James Orf, Emily Saunoi-Sandgren, Michael Schmitt, Thomas Vaughan, 
Joel Waldfogel 

 
Guests:  Sarah Waldemar (Office of the Vice President for Research) 
 
Other: Carol Foley (Office of the Vice President for Research); Marlo Welshons (Office of the 

Provost) 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) risk recalibration initiative:  elimination of Responsible Conduct of Research 
continuing education requirement; (2) risk recalibration pilot project; (3) barriers to interdisciplinary 
research] 
 
 
1. Risk Recalibration Initiative:  Elimination of Responsible Conduct of Research Continuing 
Education Requirements 
 
 Professor Gini convened the meeting at 2:00 and welcomed Ms. Waldemar to discuss a proposal 
to eliminate the requirement for continuing education in the responsible conduct of research (RCR).  Ms. 
Waldemar distributed slides with information about her presentation. 
 
 The goal of risk recalibration is to reduce faculty burdens, Ms. Waldemar explained, and she asks 
for Committee approval of a proposal to eliminate the requirement for continuing RCR education.  The 
requirement was adopted as a result of the University's "exceptional" NIH status some years ago but 
education in RCR is now mandated at several different levels (federal awards, NSF and USDA/NIFA 
require it for all students and research staff, it will be required by University policy for all graduate 
students), none of 24 peer institutions the University uses as benchmarks for such purposes require 
continuing education (they require that researchers meet federal sponsor training).  Eliminating the 
University's requirement would not leave a gap, she assured the Committee. 
 
 At present the University's rules require online training annually and in-person training every 
three years; elimination of the requirement would save about $269,000 and about 3,900 hours of faculty 
time. 
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 The question then is, how does the University ensure that researchers remain cognizant of 
policy/regulatory changes, Ms. Waldemar said.  She does hear from faculty and staff that even if there is 
only a 20-minutes requirement, it serves as an alert to policy changes.  She asked if Committee members 
had suggestions. 
 

--  Professor Fulkerson suggested keeping policies assembled in one place and perhaps emailing 
faculty and staff once per year to remind them to check on policies—or some form of alerting without 
necessarily including compliance tracking.  Ms. Waldemar said that would be possible and they would be 
happy to do so. 

 
--  Ms. Waldemar said there typically is no continuing education requirement for students.   
 
--  This change removes the compliance burden but the continuing education will take place in 

other ways, Professor Thomas concluded.  Ms. Waldemar agreed, and said there has been no good way to 
measure the value of continuing RCR training.  The general consensus is that, if the University provides 
training to students and staff about the foundations, early in their careers, this sets the standards in their 
minds and could assist in reducing the occurrence of research misconduct. 
 
 Dr. Wahlstrom agreed with an annual reminder, asked when the change would take effect, and 
whether the Committee should approve the proposal.  Ms. Waldemar said she would like to see an 
immediate change, but likely July 1 in order to provide time for policy revisions to receive approval, and 
that she would appreciate having Committee approval. 
 
 The Committee voted unanimously to approve the recommended change. 
 
2. Risk Recalibration:  Pilot Project to Reduce Burden from the Ground Up 
 
 Ms. Waldemar next distributed a handout describing a pilot project to reduce burden from the 
ground up.  She said that while she believes the University is doing a good job of looking at policies and 
regulations to see if they mesh and making adjustments, it has not gotten to the heart of risk recalibration, 
for example, in managing a sponsored project and its finances; they need to get down to the grass roots.  
They are aware that there is "stacking" of regulations and policies by departments to be 100% sure of 
compliance.  She explained the project using the handout. 
 

Premise:  In order to be truly successful, risk recalibration initiatives must be endorsed and 
implemented at all levels of the institution. 

 
Project Goals and Objectives 

1. Reduce administrative burden for researchers and grant administrators by identifying processes 
that represent departmental requirements in excess of policy. 

2. Assist researchers and staff with developing and implementing new procedures. 
3. Determine perceived burden reduction through interviews, focus groups. 
4. Determine financial impact of changes. 
5. Build consensus and consistency broadly across the institution. 
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Barrier:  Concern expressed at Certified Approver/Departmental Administrator level that re-
aligning processes with risk recalibration revisions puts these staff at higher risk should an issue related to 
expenditures on sponsored funds be identified through audit (UMN or sponsor initiated). 
 

Barrier:   “Stacking” of processes related to sponsored expenditures to ensure strict compliance 
with UMN policies and sponsor regulations 
 

Barrier:   Identification and revision or elimination of processes, validation that tenets of risk 
recalibration efforts will be upheld institutionally (Audits, SFR, etc.) 
 

Proposal:     Identify 2-4 units willing to participate in a pilot project lasting 6-12 months.  
Participation would include: 

 Meeting with Research Education & Oversight (REO) staff to review processes related to specific 
policies such as Traveling on University Business, Purchasing Goods and Services, Justification 
Standards and processes related to account reconciliation and reports to PIs 

 Identifying processes that exceed policy requirements or relate to reviews of expenditures that fall 
below specific dollar thresholds 

 Revising or eliminating specific processes 
 Tracking burden reduction 

 
Participation by a unit would require endorsement of dean and department head and researchers 

would be expected to provide input periodically regarding the impact of these changes on their own 
administrative burden. 
 
 REO responsibilities [Ms. Waldemar's office] would include: 
 
 Meeting with unit staff to review processes related to specific policies such as Traveling on 

University Business, Purchasing Goods and Services Justification Standards and processes related 
to account reconciliation and reports to PIs 

 Identifying processes that exceed policy requirements or relate to reviews of expenditures that fall 
below specific dollar thresholds 

 Assisting with revising or eliminating specific processes 
 Establishing criteria for assessing burden reduction for both staff and researchers 
 Conducting targeted expenditure reviews at specified intervals as a means to assess progress 
 Conducting interviews with staff and faculty at specified intervals to assess perception of change 
 Prepare and disseminate final report 

 
The goals are to inform staff and faculty what they can and cannot do and to deal with faculty 

perceptions of problems in managing research policies, Ms. Waldemar said, and her intent is to get staff 
buy-in.  One step to be taken is to look at different department interpretations of the same policy and 
allow departments to stop doing certain things.  She asked for suggestions of ways to move forward (and 
said there will be a team working on this later). 

 
 Professor Bischof said that it would be helpful to have a discussion of culture, about who has 

what responsibility and roles; sometimes staff may see faculty members as overly demanding.  There 
needs to be an esprit de corps so that everyone will be willing to take acceptable risks on behalf of faculty 
members.  Professor Fulkerson reported that the Research Committee in her department has talked about 
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working together more closely with staff and approvers to come to some resolutions because faculty and 
approvers/staff are trying to do the right thing but there are cultural differences contributing to the issue of 
burden from both sides.  Professor Gini agreed that faculty are sometimes perceived as trying to get 
around the rules, that it is a cultural issue, and there was also considerable faculty aggravation over 
extremely close scrutiny of accounts for very small amounts of money.  Professor Thomas wondered how 
much of the problem lies in the distance between the faculty and the staff doing the work; when the staff 
are in the college and don't know the faculty in the department, the staff could perceive they are only 
doing their work.  Some problems arise within departments, Professor Gini said, and some of them are a 
matter of personality; some people are just paranoid, which gets faculty members upset and wastes a lot 
of time. 

 
 Professor Thompson said that while her department has occasional problems as well, she tells the 

faculty that they are accountable to the taxpayers and are responsible for answering questions.  She said 
she does not see the requirements as a burden and that faculty members provide the information. 
 
 Professor Gini said that sometimes there are things faculty members do not know or are not told 
the information that is needed or what the rules are, and sometimes staff members do not want to annoy 
faculty members with too many details.  Both are entrenched.  But they need each other, Professor 
Bischof observed. 
 
 Practices differ across departments, Professor Fulkerson commented, and the question is who is 
right and what can be done less stringently.  There will be a need for clear guidelines for everyone so that 
staff members do not lose their jobs.  Ms. Waldemar said they intend to develop guidelines; one question 
is about how to implement them after they have been reviewed by this Committee, among others.  
Professor Bischof suggested establishment of a triage committee, a go-to group if departments encounter 
a problem.  That would be possible but they do not want to try to manage department business, Ms. 
Waldemar said.  Questions go from Certified Approvers to associate deans to her office; it is the 
responsibility of her office to help administrators move research forward.   
 
 Professor Gini noted concern about moving functions from departments to the college level, so 
staff members do not know faculty and students.  That represents economic efficiency, corporate 
efficiency, versus academic habits that are just in time—or just a little bit late.  Ms. Waldemar said the 
University moved from a centralized system to a decentralized system and is now moving to a hybrid 
system.   
 
 Professor Gini thanked Ms. Waldemar for joining the meeting; Professor Fulkerson thanked her 
for the work that she does. 
 
3. Barriers to Interdisciplinary Research 
 
 Professor Gini said she said aside time on the agenda because there has been much talk about 
barriers to interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary research; she asked Committee members to identify 
barriers as well as practical suggestions for dealing with them.  A number of observations were made. 
 
 --  Professor Thompson said that NIH tells the University it should be sending emails that it needs 
more than 8% indirect costs on training grants.  She would like the University to work with NSF, NIH, 
etc., and peer institutions to see if the rate could be increased. 
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 --  (Not specific to interdisciplinary research), Professor Bischof said that when sending proposals 
to Sponsored Projects Administration (SPA), if there is a rejection, there should also be insight provided 
about how to fix it.  SPA knows what the problem is but they don't say so.  (Other Committee members 
reported quite different and very helpful experiences with SPA.) 
 
 --  Dr. Wahlstrom said that it important that the indirect cost sharing button is noticed; some who 
approve grants do not always pay close enough attention to details.  Committee members and Dr. 
Lawrenz talked about whether sharing should be the default.   
 
 --  Professor Thomas said that cross-college collaboration will be tricky when much responsibility 
is decentralized and polices/practices do not match—and the barriers are not just financial, but could 
include computing, data protection, and so on.  The barriers across colleges can be complex. 
 
 --  Professor Gini said the barriers do deter faculty from doing some interdisciplinary work.  She 
asked if there should be incentives and, if so, what they should be.  Professor Thomas said she favored 
incentives to do interdisciplinary work—but not enough to create incentives to do artificial 
interdisciplinary work.  There have been incentives through Dr. Herman's office.  Dr. Lawrenz also noted 
that there recently have been articles in the media about a backlash against interdisciplinary research and 
not providing disincentives to disciplinary research.  Moreover, Professor Thomas noted, it is more 
difficult to evaluate contributions for promotion and tenure:  is the field changing so much that it needs to 
go in a direction represented by interdisciplinary research or do the faculty still need to demonstrate 
expertise within the discipline?  Professor Gini added that she has read that sometimes those with 
interdisciplinary degrees find it more difficult to find jobs because they don't fit in some places; programs 
need to be careful how they train students. 
 
 --  Professor Fulkerson said that risk recalibration could help with some problems.  When 
something is done in one department easily and quickly, perhaps it can work with other departments that 
do the same thing with more difficulty.  It will help to have all follow the same rules; some departments 
read regulations more conservatively and some do not, and it would help if there were more uniform 
reading of the rules. 
 
 --  Mr. Habchi said that for graduate students there are very limited options:  some 
interdisciplinary work they can do, other they cannot.  Why cannot there be more options for them?  
Professor Gini said there are interdisciplinary fellowships for students, but they must be supported by a 
center.  Mr. Habchi said that some students' work don't meet existing criteria. 
 
 --  Dr. Lawrenz said she understands that policies on buying out teaching vary considerably, or it 
may not even be permitted in some units, and those policies could be a barrier to interdisciplinary 
research.  Professor Gini said it could be difficult to develop a uniform policy on buying out teaching 
because the practices are so different across colleges, but one could ask if the teaching model in a college 
hinders interdisciplinary research.  The University would not want to change all the policies and practices 
to favor interdisciplinary research.  At the same time, she's heard that the budget model encourages 
students to take courses only within their college, which affects their ability to prepare for 
interdisciplinary research.  Professor Thomas observed that when the Graduate School dropped the 
requirement for a supporting program for the Ph.D., it eliminated the incentive for students to go outside 
their college.   
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 --  Committee members had a brief discussion about the difficulties of truly interdisciplinary co-
teaching and the need for it to be encouraged, particularly for junior faculty members. 
 
 --  Professor Thompson said that the recent call from the Office of the Vice President for 
Research for MnDRIVE proposals that cover three of the four areas supported by MnDRIVE funds is 
upsetting.  Dr. Lawrenz said she has heard that response—but has also heard some say it is wonderful and 
a useful challenge.  Funds have been distributed for the four areas; the idea behind the request is to 
encourage interdisciplinary research.  To do research that covers two of the areas is relatively easy; the 
creative part is covering three of them, and there must be a substantial contribution from each field.  In a 
way the request requires something slightly crazy, out-of-the-box, and she can report back to the 
Committee later if the idea worked.  This is a one-time venture, she added. 
 
 --  Professor Thomas said that sometimes one can have a great idea for interdisciplinary research, 
but before one can write a grant, there has to be conversations with others and work with agencies; it is 
very difficult to find the time and resources to do the preliminary work.  There need to be some low-cost 
options for supporting such work, because one cannot just go write a grant without preparation.  Professor 
Gini recalled that the Graduate School used to have "coffee grants," perhaps $2 – 3,000 to start 
discussions, small pots of money to have breakfast meetings, bring in a speaker, etc.  It could also be used 
to develop pilot data, Professor Thomas said; many grants require pilot data.  Dr. Lawrenz said that the 
Vice President for Research office does not control all funds but does have a website that in theory 
identifies all funding opportunities internal to the University, and the Office of the Vice President for 
Research grant in aid program has always had a category that allows PIs to apply for funding for new 
directions in their research but this is required to be a really new direction. There now is a new GIA 
category that allows funding for projects that represent less substantial shifts in research directions. 
 
 --  Professor Thomas reported that there had been a brainstorming session at the Council of 
Research Associate deans about addressing barriers to interdisciplinary research, both in minor and major 
ways.  The latter could include dissolving all the colleges, but no one thought that was a good idea.  
Minor adjustments could be made in dealing with space issues, making sure promotion and tenure criteria 
match University priorities (and not just for assistant professors), how departments and disciplines view 
interdisciplinary research, questions of support, and so on. 
 
 After brief discussion of the burden of oversight on research, and decreases in it in some areas, 
Professor Gini adjourned the meeting at 3:40. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


