
Minutes* 
 

Senate Research Committee 
Monday, October 23, 2006 

1:15 - 3:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Steven Ruggles (chair), James Cotter, Dan Dahlberg, Donald Dengel, Genevieve Escure, 

Steven Gantt, Paul Johnson, Jennifer Linde, Ellen McKinney, Timothy Mulcahy, Selam 
Rodriguez, Thomas Schumacher, Virginia Seybold, Charles Spetland, Barbara 
VanDrasek, Sanford Weisberg 

 
Absent: Linda Bearinger, Richard Bianco, Arlene Carney, Sharon Danes, Robin Dittman, Stephen 

Ekker, James Luby, Mark Paller, Federico Ponce de Leon, George Trachte, Michael 
Volna, Jean Witson 

 
Guests:  Professor Joseph Konstan (Federal Demonstration Partnership); Ed Wink (Sponsored 

Projects Administration), Winifred Schumi (Office of the Vice President for Research) 
 
Other: none 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) strategic positioning task force recommendations and earlier assessments of major 
research issues; (2) Federal Demonstration Partnership Faculty Burden Survey] 
 
 
1. Strategic Positioning Task Force Recommendations and Issues Letters from 2004 
 
 Professor Ruggles convened the meeting at 1:15 and welcomed Professor Linde to the 
Committee.  He said he would like to spend the first hour of the meeting having an open-ended discussion 
of where things stand in the wake of the strategic positioning task force recommendations and the two 
letters to Provost Sullivan from 2004 (from this Committee and from Interim Vice President Hamilton 
identifying major problems and challenges in research).  He also distributed copies of a 10/6/06 memo 
from Vice President Mulcahy to the members of the task forces on collaborative research and on research 
infrastructure providing them an update on action on their recommendations.  Is the University where it 
wants to be?  Are there issues that have been neglected that should be brought to the attention of the 
administration? 
 
 The letter from this Committee to the Provost was dated about six months before Vice President 
Mulcahy arrived at the University, Professor Ruggles pointed out, and it laid out big issues, most of 
which found their way into the charges to the two research task forces.  The letter raised questions but did 
not propose answers; one could ask if there are answers forthcoming. 
 
 Professor Johnson asked if the recommendations of the two research task forces are the 
responsibility of the Vice President for Research.  Most are his responsibility to implement, Vice 
President Mulcahy said, although many people provided views on how to evaluate the recommendations 
and set priorities among them.  There is still some question about his role with respect to certain specific 
initiatives, but most of the recommendations will fall to his office to deal with. 
                                                           

* These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the University of Minnesota 
Senate; none of the comments, conclusions, or actions reported in these minutes represents the views of, nor are they 
binding on, the Senate, the Administration, or the Board of Regents. 
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 Dr. Mulcahy said that the Science/Engineering Task Force report also has some profound things 
to say; the task force did not report to him but this Committee should be involved with its 
recommendations. 
 
 Professor Johnson said that many of the elements of the task force reports are interesting, 
important, and expensive; he asked Dr. Mulcahy to remind the Committee whence the funds would come.  
He said he had the impression that Patents and Technology Marketing (PTM) is not the source.  Dr. 
Mulcahy confirmed the last statement; the money from PTM is dedicated to fellowships, grant matches, 
and running the PTM office.  Some of the recommendations his office will underwrite on a one-time basis 
with the expectation that there will be recurring central funds in the future.  He said he will make the case 
for the recommendations in his compact; the University will have to decide if it wishes to commit 
institutional funds.  There is no line item in his budget for the recommendations, and it is his sense that 
long-term funding for the recommendations will come from reallocation and other sources.  The 
Collaborative Research Services Office and other interdisciplinary support will require funding in his 
compact, Dr. Mulcahy said. 
 
 Professor Ruggles asked Dr. Mulcahy to whom "the University" referred.  The three senior vice 
presidents, Dr. Mulcahy said—Frank Cerra, Robert Jones, and E. Thomas Sullivan.  Those three decide 
on the uses of institutional funds.  Professor Gantt said that none of those three individuals sees research 
at the University level; why is Dr. Mulcahy not in that group?  Was it not a recommendation of both task 
force reports that he be included?  Dr. Mulcahy said it was but that the University has traditionally made 
decisions through those three senior vice presidents; he provides his views.  In his opinion, the Vice 
President for Research needs to be more integrated into strategic decision-making with respect to 
research.  He noted that the Committee will have a discussion with the President and Provost about this 
issue. 
 

Professor Dahlberg said he asked last spring how the University could become one of the very top 
universities without having the Vice President for Research on an equal footing with the three senior vice 
presidents in the decision-making process with the other three (in fact on the University's web page, the 
Vice President for Research is listed as tenth in administrative officers hierarchy).  Professor Ruggles said 
the Committee agreed.  Even if Vice President Mulcahy were part of a group of four senor officers 
making decisions, they are making decisions about technical proposals in areas where they may lack 
expertise.  He wondered if senior administrators are the best ones to decisions about investments in 
scientific initiatives.  He wondered if senior administrators are the best ones to decisions about 
investments in scientific initiatives.   
 
 Vice President Mulcahy reported that he is in the process of appointing a Faculty Advisory 
Committee, as recommended by one of the task forces, and he will use both that group and this 
Committee to vet issues.  That group will in part address the representational issue because he wants a 
good mix of people from across colleges and disciplines.  These are often very complex proposals that 
can have repercussions in other domains (if only because approving one proposal means less money for 
other proposals).  He intends to appoint about a dozen faculty recognized for their scientific leadership; 
the group could be called together at any time to make a recommendation on a specific proposal and it 
will meet quarterly to look at things like the research infrastructure (array, funding, appropriateness, etc.).  
He will use the group to help his office develop recommendations, as will this Committee. 
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 Professor Escure referred to language in Interim Vice President Hamilton's memo about teaching 
and research departments.  What does that mean?  Vice President Mulcahy said he did not know, since his 
predecessor wrote it.  His thought is that in departments with heavy research and teaching emphases, if 
people are not encouraged to work together there will be problems.  The task force echoes that sentiment:  
there is a need to find a way to free up faculty so they can work collaboratively.   
 

The issue, Professor Ruggles said, is when a faculty member teaches in one department and does 
research in an interdisciplinary center or collaborates with other faculty members across college lines.  
Professor Escure expressed skepticism about how a faculty member could teach in one department and 
not do research in that discipline.  Dr. Mulcahy said he frequently sees the situation Professor Ruggles 
described.  An interdisciplinary center needs X% time from Professor A, who teaches in a department; to 
commit to the center means time taken away from the department, and deans will say they will not hire a 
faculty member who cannot commit to a full teaching load in the department.  If faculty need to spend 
time away from their department, there can be friction.  The point of Dr. Hamilton's letter may have been 
that there is need to rebalance the load and recognize the demands on faculty.  One is not a teacher or a 
researcher, Professor Escure commented; Dr. Mulcahy agreed that that is not a good solution. 

 
There was a lot of discussion in the Task Force on Collaborative Research about a faculty 

member in one department who wanted to participate in interdisciplinary research, which would be to the 
detriment of the department, Ms. Schumi reported.  That is the issue the task forces were trying to get at. 

 
Professor Escure next inquired about language in Vice President Mulcahy's 10/06 memo referring 

to an Interdisciplinary Team (Vice President Mulcahy, Graduate School Dean Dubrow, Vice Provost 
Craig Swan, and Dr. Jeanie Taylor from the President's Office) that will be responsible for overseeing 
interdisciplinary programs and work, including reviews of existing programs.  Were any departments 
closed, such as Linguistics, she asked?  And what does it mean to review existing programs?  What is the 
goal? 

 
Vice President Mulcahy said the Provost established the Interdisciplinary Team and one of the 

things it has done is inventory interdisciplinary centers (there are about 330).  The language of his memo 
says that those centers receiving central funds, or significant college funding, should be regularly assessed 
for criticality, mission, etc.  Linguistics was an academic department, not an interdisciplinary center, so 
would have been the responsibility of the Provost.  The Interdisciplinary Team looks at centers, such as 
the one headed by Professor Ruggles, and requires that it be reviewed (in his case) outside of CLA; it also 
asks if such centers should receive financial support.  It is both an attempt to be scrupulous in cutting off 
and closing down centers that are not vital and to provide support for centers that should be continued. 

 
There is much that is interesting in the Research Infrastructure Task Force, Professor Johnson 

commented, and most of the recommendations require money.  What process will his office use, 
Professor Johnson asked Dr. Mulcahy, to decide which recommendations merit funding, and how much?  
He will rely on the Faculty Advisory Committee mentioned in his memo, Dr. Mulcahy replied, but he 
noted that it has not yet been appointed.  But given the complexity of a number of the issues, he felt it 
would be helpful to have that kind of advice.  Up to now, he has reviewed the task force reports and 
identified priority investments for the senior vice presidents as they allocate resources.  Some of the 
recommendations are on a fast track; some need more deliberation.  He has made no final decisions 
except for the Collaborative Research Services Office.  He said he wanted it to be clear that his office is 
not uniquely positioned to make a definitive assessment of the recommendations; some of what he will 
recommend will be based on the task force reports while some will take additional discussion (e.g., the 
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Institute for Science and Engineering).  So ultimately the decision goes back to the same three people, the 
senior vice presidents, Professor Johnson concluded after listening to Dr. Mulcahy.  Professor Ruggles 
commented dryly that presumably the President has a voice in the decisions from time to time as well. 

 
What kind of budget will be allocated for the Collaborative Research Services Office, Professor 

Ruggles asked?  That is in development, Dr. Mulcahy said.  If it were fully formed, including things that 
are already being paid for, it could be about $300,000 per year.  The task force projected the office would 
cost about $750,000; Dr. Mulcahy said they will ramp it up and make sure it is functional in helping large 
interdisciplinary proposals.  He will not establish a fully-formed office immediately because, since it has 
not existed previously, there will not be demand for its services until it has existed for awhile.  At the 
early stages it will not have a lot of personnel and he will assign people from his office to perform the 
jobs (so their salaries are already covered).  He also said there may be cycles when faculty are preparing 
large multidisciplinary proposals and when there is down time, at which point the staff could assist 
Sponsored Projects Administration and pull back to research services when needed.  All of the funding 
will come from the academic units, billed back as part of the costs of his office. 

 
Professor Ruggles said there could be complementary efforts, with help preparing the grants and 

then processing them.  Dr. Mulcahy agreed, and added that he hoped there would be these kinds of large 
grants in process all the time.  One potential factor is that large grants are a burden for small departments 
and colleges and it may be that the office could also provide post-award grant management help as well.  
If so, that might require more staff and stable appointments.  There are a lot of factors that will affect how 
the research services office functions.  They are also trying to provide incentives for faculty to propose 
these large grants; they hear from faculty that they do not have the time to do a 900-page proposal when 
750 pages are boilerplate and database numbers.  

 
Professor Dahlberg imagined ten PIs writing single-investigator grants.  All must prepare 

budgets, provide CVs, and so on.  Compare the result of that work with a center grant (relying on ten PIs) 
of about the same size as the total of the ten individual grants, with the same number of PIs in both cases.  
What advantage does the center proposal have over the ten individual PI grants?  Dr. Mulcahy said if the 
grant is sought by an established center, his office would not provide administrative support because it 
would come from the center.  He said he was talking about new opportunities where a center may not 
exist but where the University might be able to obtain one (e.g., biofuels).  The Collaborative Research 
services office would help develop the proposal.  With respect to individual PIs, he assumes departments 
will provide the needed support.  His remarks have been focused on multidisciplinary, multi-PI grants.  
Professor Ruggles asked why the University will privilege group research over individual research when 
the per-capita return is the same.  Dr. Mulcahy said the University wants to provide incentives for faculty 
to do big interdisciplinary work.  It is a growing area where the University can do more.  He said he does 
NOT want to provide disincentives to individual researchers but assumes they receive support at the local 
level.   

 
Professor Dahlberg asked Dr. Mulcahy if he believes the playing field is level between individual 

and group research.  Dr. Mulcahy said he would not say that.  Departments vary in the support they 
provide to faculty.  He is not trying to make the playing field unbalanced but is trying to support new 
work that will evolve in the direction of funding patterns.  If the University does not support these large 
grant proposals, it will fall behind, and it will not be able to seek large grants as long as faculty perceive 
the time required to prepare them as overwhelming. 
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Professor Escure said that in terms of administrative support for research, she reviewed the policy 
and discovered that it does not allow support for faculty computers, for example.  Dr. Mulcahy said he 
was not familiar with that issue but noted that there may be legal issues involved.  He said he could not 
guess why the policy is written as it is. 

 
Dr. VanDrasek said that Professor Dahlberg's question raises the issue of metrics.  Professor 

Ruggles mentioned the per-capita return under two alternatives.  Has the administration developed any 
metrics?  There are clear advantages to the University from very large projects, Professor Ruggles said; 
they are a lot more visible (if one wants the University to be famous for research, $50-million projects 
help), and with the overhead they bring, it is easier to manage one $5-million grant than ten $500,000 
grants.  And the odds of getting the money is about the same.  So one can argue that there should be more 
support for individual researchers! Professor Dahlberg responded. 

 
Professor Dengel said he is considering a multi-center grant.  He asked if it makes sense to fund a 

center or RO1 grants.  This is a national question and the situation is very fluid; the National Cancer 
Institute is considering the question as it decides where to invest its money. 

 
Dr. Mulcahy said that at the national level the system is as good as it is because of the work of 

individual PIs.  The federal agencies, however, are finding they cannot address their priorities through 
individual PIs so are using contracts and identifying what is most economical (they can decide more 
specifically what a center research agenda will be).  This approach could be seen as eroding the 
independence of individual investigators and reducing the funds available to them, and this is a situation 
that bears watching, Dr. Mulcahy concluded.  But there is more federal emphasis on large grants. 

 
Professor Ruggles said the biggest concern he has heard voiced at the meeting is funding strategic 

research initiatives:  the source of the funds and who is making the decisions.  Should this concern be 
communicated to someone other than Vice President Mulcahy?  Professor Weisberg asked if all the 
proposals except those in the 10/6 memo from Vice President Mulcahy have been implemented.  Dr. 
Mulcahy said that the memo highlights the big things but nothing has been done; the big task force 
recommendations are not in the memo and are being cogitated.  Professor Weisberg said Committee 
members need smaller bits of information; there is too much to absorb in these reports.  Dr. Mulcahy 
noted that the task force reports did not prepare recommendations for this Committee, they were for the 
central administration, and agreed that there is more detail than the Committee needs. 

 
Professor Dahlberg said he did not hear in Professor Ruggles's summary the issue raised in 

Professor Balas's September 2004 letter:  he remains concerned that as the University fosters 
collaborative research, it is the individual scholars in the trenches who must do that research—and they 
must be supported.  The University cannot destroy individual research; that is where the leaders come 
from.  When Mark Paller and Frances Lawrenz (co-chairs of the Task Force on Collaborative Research) 
talked about this issue, "as he recalled, he thought" they had promised it would be up front in the report 
and he was disappointed that it was not.  He said he would like everyone to be successful, whether 
pursuing collaborative or individual research, but the report says nothing about individual researchers.  
Dr. Mulcahy agreed the University should not jeopardize the individual scholar.  The success rates in 
obtaining grants has gone from about 20% to less than 10%, so junior investigators have to submit 2-3 
times as many grants to receive the same funding.  He agreed that the University must provide support for 
individual researchers. 
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Professor Seybold pointed out that the success rate in grant applications has declined for 
established investigators as well, so they also must file 2-3 times as many grants.  And there is a big loss 
in intellectual resources at the University if it loses support for a large grant. 

 
Professor Johnson asked if, in the push for collaborative research, there is any sense about the 

way it can distort graduate education.  Working in a collaborative research environment is not the same as 
working in a discipline.  Has there been any thought in the Graduate School about the implications of the 
push for interdisciplinary research?  Dr. Mulcahy said the Graduate School was very interested in the 
training graduate students get in a high-quality interdisciplinary setting that prepares them for future 
work.  He added that often the seed for interdisciplinary work comes from graduate students who want to 
train across fields.  They are often a driver for interdisciplinary work, which means that programs must be 
attentive to needs of students and that their training is appropriate. 

 
Professor Escure asked about revisions to the tenure code.  Those discussions are underway, Dr. 

Mulcahy said.  The Provost has asked that the tenure code be changed to reflect interdisciplinary work, 
technology transfer, patient care, and so on, and he also asked departments to revise their 7.12 statements 
to clarify assessment and the efforts that will be recognized and given credit for.  There are two things 
happening, Professor Ruggles said, only one of which is related to interdisciplinary research:  the code 
will be come more rigorous, and it will be sure that the right things are counted.  Professor Dahlberg said 
that it boils down to deciding the criteria for deciding how to give credit (e.g., how does one give credit to 
someone who's list as one of many, perhaps dozens or more, authors on a four-page paper?).  There is 
always a question about one's role as a scholar versus the role of the technician.   

 
There are major concerns and the conversation can continue, Professor Ruggles said. 

 
2. Federal Demonstration Partnership Faculty Burden Survey 

 
Professor Ruggles welcomed Professor Konstan to the meeting to discuss the results of the 

Faculty Burden Survey conducted by the Federal Demonstration Partnership. 
 
Professor Konstan that the Federal Demonstration Partnership (FDP) is a group of about 100 

universities and a number of federal granting agencies seeking to streamline the grant process; he serves 
as the University of Minnesota's faculty representative to the FDP.  A few years ago they decided they 
needed to know how faculty spend their time if they were to try to eliminate constraints.  It took 
considerable time to develop the survey instrument but they did conduct the survey.   

 
They received 6,081 responses, about a 60% response rate (they did not study the non-

respondents because they appeared to be very similar to those who responded).  Of those who responded, 
90% were PIs and 10% were co-PIs.  The respondents were mostly white, male, in the sciences, and at 
large research universities.  They did drill down to look at the responses from women and minority 
respondents and found no significant differences between them and the overall responses. 

 
Faculty spend 58% of their time on research, 9% on research service, and the remainder on 

teaching and other activities.  Professor Dahlberg asked if the percentages were based on a 40-hour 
workweek.  Professor Konstan said the survey asked for percentage of time; this was a controversial issue 
and some institutions did not want to know if the workweek was different from what the institution said.  
They did study the results and found that they were largely congruent with what the institutions said.   
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Of that 58% of their time spent on research, how much was spent on federally-funded 
research?  About 65% (35% of the total time in the week); the rest of research time was spent on 
other research (state-funded, foundation/corporate funded, or unfunded).  Not all of the time 
spent on federally-funded research was funded time; some, for example, might be devoted to 
grant-writing or cost-sharing.  Of that time spent on federally-funded research (35% of the 
week), 8% of the week is spent on pre-award administrative work, 7% on post-award 
administrative work, and 21% on active research.  It appears that there is a lot of faculty time 
spent on things one would not want faculty to have to spend time on; the question is whether any 
time could be regained to be spent on additional research. 

 
What are the burdens?  Professor Konstan said the survey did not suggest any single dominant 

burden, but there were several that came to the top of the list:  grant progress report submission (some 
agencies are better than others), personnel hiring (no one suggested the federal government should fix 
this), project revenue management, equipment/supply purchases, IRB protocols and training (low overall 
in the survey because a large number of respondents did not deal with human subjects—but this was 
identified as a big problem for those who do), training personnel and students, and personnel evaluations.  
Other burdens primarily affected certain subsets of faculty:  IRB compliance, as noted; HIPAA 
compliance, IACUC protocols, training, and compliance.  Professor Konstan concluded that it is a 
substantial cumulative effect, "not a single burden, but more of a 'death by 1000 cuts' . . . from red tape." 

 
The burdens come from many sources:  federal regulations (some), agency implementation of 

regulations (more often), institutional implementation of regulations (which adds another layer), fear of 
audits and lack of consistency, an inherent part of doing research, and lack of project-specific research 
administration support.  In the case of institutional implementation, sometimes a university will look at all 
the regulations from all sources and try to standardize the burden across grants, which leads to the worst 
of all possible worlds incorporated into a policy.  In terms of burdens being an inherent part of doing 
research, in industry they recognize things have overhead.  Typically in industry they hire people to 
handle the burdens for the scientists; in the academy, there is the federal cap on administrative expenses 
so universities don't hire people to take care of overhead and administration.  Companies, however, do not 
waste their scientific talent on administrative tasks. 

 
The effect of the burdens is that about $97 million per year is spent on faculty salaries for 

time devoted to research administration—just for the survey respondents, much more so when all 
faculty are considered—shared by the agencies and the institutions.  That is an expensive way to get the 
tasks completed.  That figure does not include administrative work carried out by staff hired for the 
purpose.  84% of the respondents to the survey agreed that the research administrative burden has 
increased in recent years and 62% find that students are less likely to pursue academic research careers 
than in the past.  There are multiple causes for the latter finding, including workload, salary, competition 
for funding, sense of the job, and it is a particular challenge for American-born students.  The problem is 
most acute in the sciences, where it is increasingly difficult to get people to obtain a Ph.D. and become 
professors. 

 
There are pockets of hope, Professor Konstan said.  The major burdens are not uniformly bad 

across agencies and institutions; they are trying to identify best practices at four or five universities who 
scored best on the survey and provide the information to others.  There is the potential for standardization 
of reporting and other federal requirements.  Some common sense might also help, he said; such as 
creating "project management assistants" (not secretaries for the faculty) who would be trained in grant 
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administration (IRB, chemicals, hiring, etc.).  The result, if carried out effectively, could lead increase 
available research time by three hours per week for faculty member—or 30% more science. 

 
Professor Konstan outlined possible next steps for the FDP, including demonstrations of direct-

charge project management assistants and streamlining of reporting and submission processes.  They also 
may develop a best-practice clearinghouse and repeat the survey to assess progress and identify new 
problems.  The federal agencies may look at increasing efficiency in the process, the level of indirect 
funding allowed, and where project assistants might fall in allowable administrative costs.  FDP will also 
have a panel discussion and open forum on the report and they distribute the final report to institutions 
and federal agencies.   

 
Professor Konstan said that the FDP will continue to push agencies about the increasing number 

of regulations and the cap on administrative expenses.   
 
When he first began talking with faculty from other institutions as part of his service on FDP, he 

said he thought Minnesota was a little worse than most institutions in terms of administrative burden and 
regulation; it is impression now that Minnesota seems a little better than average—the University is 
making progress.  There has been a change from being actively hostile to the faculty role and overseeing 
and managing research funds to an environment of greater trust.   

 
Professor Ruggles inquired if it is possible to obtain data on individual institutions; Professor 

Konstan said they will ask if it is possible for institutions that had more than a minimum number of 
respondents (when there are too few, it is possible individuals could be identified). 

 
While they could not identify any differences among groups based on race or gender, it did 

appear that there were greater burdens at emerging research institutions, which may reflect the fact they 
are getting into the game late and do not have the research infrastructure that already exists elsewhere.   

 
The report will be online when it is finally approved, probably as a report of the National 

Academies, Professor Konstan said. 
 
Vice President Mulcahy expressed gratitude to Professor Konstan for his service on FDP.  He 

said it is important that faculty have a voice in the process and the group has done a lot to ease faculty 
research burdens.  Professor Konstan is a leader at FDP and is recognized as such, Dr. Mulcahy said. 

 
Professor Ruggles adjourned the meeting at 2:55. 
 
     -- Gary Engstrand 
 

University of Minnesota 


