
Minutes* 
 

Senate Research Committee 
Monday, December 4, 2006 

1:15 - 3:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Steven Ruggles (chair), Linda Bearinger, Richard Bianco, Dan Dahlberg, Sharon Danes, 

Genevieve Escure, Steven Gantt, Paul Johnson, Jennifer Linde, James Luby, Ellen 
McKinney, Mark Paller, Federico Ponce de Leon, Selam Rodriguez, Thomas 
Schumacher, Virginia Seybold, Charles Spetland, George Trachte, Barbara VanDrasek, 
Sanford Weisberg, Jean Witson 

 
Absent: Arlene Carney, James Cotter, Donald Dengel, Robin Dittman, Stephen Ekker, Timothy 

Mulcahy, Michael Volna 
 
Guests:  President Robert Bruininks, Senior Vice President and Provost E. Thomas Sullivan, 

Senior Vice President Frank Cerra 
 
Other: Kathryn Stuckert (Office of the Chief of Staff), Greg Brown (Office of the General 

Counsel) 
 
[In these minutes: (1) preparation for discussion with the senior officers about the role of the Vice 
President for Research; (2) discussion with the President, Provost, and Senior Vice President for the 
Health Sciences about the role of the Vice President for Research; (3) committee discussion of (2)] 
 
 
1. Preparation for Discussion with the Senior Officers 
 
 Professor Ruggles convened the meeting at 1:15 and began by asking the Committee if it wished 
the upcoming discussion with the President and senior vice presidents to be open or closed.  The 
Committee agreed that the discussion would be about the role of the Vice President for Research, not the 
individual, and that if the position remained the focus of discussion, there would be no reason to close the 
meeting. 
 
 Professor Ruggles distributed copies of the message that had been sent to the President, the 
Provost, and Dr. Cerra: 
 

Strategic investment in research is the single most important precondition for making Minnesota 
one of the top three public research universities in the world. The Research Committee believes 
that the research mission needs more prominence in the highest levels of university 
administration. In particular, we think that the Vice President for Research should be at the table 
with the president and senior vice presidents whenever decisions about the strategic priorities of 
the University are discussed. Given the enormous complexity of the University and myriad 
pressures on university administrators, it is easy to forget that the research mission is central to 
our effort to become a top research university. Accordingly, we need someone at the table whose 
primary responsibility is the promotion of research. 
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The Research Committee is also concerned that the process for deciding how the University 
makes research investments is uneven. The Senate Research Committee would like to explore 
options to better coordinate University research investments, make the process more transparent, 
and ensure that we maximize the impact of the University’s limited research dollars. Members of 
the Research Committee have made several suggestions to address these problems, and we would 
like you to comment on some of these ideas at our December 4 meeting. We hope to have an 
interactive discussion rather than a presentation. 

 
1. Coordination of Research Investments. As Provost Sullivan described in his November 6 
meeting with SRC, there are many different mechanisms through which the University makes 
research investments. There is no central listing of all the major proposals for centrally-funded 
investments, so there are often overlapping proposals being considered by different committees or 
administrators. Moreover, the tradeoffs of different investments are not always clear. 

 
Suggestions: All major proposals for centrally allocated research investments should flow 
through the Office of the Vice President for Research, regardless of the source or mechanism of 
funding. The OVPR should maintain a comprehensive list of initiatives under development, and 
track the status of each initiative as it passes through review. 

 
2. Review of Proposals for Research Investments. The current review process for strategic 
research investments is sometimes unsystematic. There is no guarantee that the administrators 
reviewing proposals have sufficient technical expertise to judge the merit of proposals. Moreover, 
proposals for research investment are not competitively compared and ranked, so there is no 
guarantee that the University is selecting the best investments. 

 
Suggestions: The OVPR should establish technical advisory committees in several broad research 
fields composed of faculty with extensive experience with proposal review for federal agencies. 
These committees should rank proposals and make funding recommendations and suggestions for 
revisions. 

 
3. Transparency and Access. Investigators working at the cutting edge of their fields have the 
greatest opportunities to identify major new research areas; thus, investigator-initiated programs 
usually have the greatest odds of producing major discoveries and developing new fields of 
research. Therefore, the University should work to create more opportunities for investigator-
initiated research. Presently, the only formal University mechanism for investigator-initiated 
research funding is the Graduate School Grant-in-Aid program, which provides essential but 
small-scale funding for new initiatives. In the past, the Graduate School also had a program for 
slightly larger interdisciplinary initiatives, but that no longer exists. Informal avenues to obtain 
central support for investigator-initiated research do exist, but most faculty are not aware of them. 

 
Suggestions: Develop a new formal mechanism for University of Minnesota investigators to 
propose major new strategic research investments. Publish information for faculty on existing 
informal mechanisms for investigator-initiated research. 
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2. The Vice President for Research 
 
 Professor Ruggles welcomed President Bruininks, Provost Sullivan, and Senior Vice President 
Cerra to the meeting.  The President concurred with the Committee's view that there was no reason to 
have the discussion off the record. 
 
 Professor Ruggles explained that the issues before them, contained in a set of questions prepared 
by the Committee and provided to the three senior officers the week before the meeting, emerged from 
Committee discussion last year.  The biggest disappointment, in the view of the Committee, is that the 
Vice President for Research (VPR) does not have a larger role in institutional decision-making; with the 
change in administration, the Committee hoped research would more prominence and that there would be 
more transparency in decisions about research initiatives. 
 
 The President began by saying that the issues on the Committee's list were vitally important to 
him and to the long-term future of the University.  He recalled that he had spent a lot of time as a faculty 
member seeking grants; he said the research mission is vitally important to the University and that it is the 
unique (in the state) element of the mission and mentioned prominently in the University's goals.  That is 
why he thought it important to separate the roles of the VPR and Dean of the Graduate School; he thought 
the VPR should be more prominent, and because the landscape of research is complex and changing, he 
did not believe one individual could serve effectively in both roles. 
 
 The President said he agreed with the need for discussion about the importance of the role of the 
VPR.  The question is how to make it so.  He noted that Dr. Mulcahy had not even reached the second 
anniversary of his appointment as VPR and that the role and responsibilities can still be evaluated.  He 
said the administration was open to engaging with the Committee—and with Dr. Mulcahy—on the VPR 
role.  He recalled that he made the decision to create the position and welcomes discussion about how to 
make it more influential. 
 
 The Committee must understand, the President said, that the VPR is responsible for the core 
research enterprise, for about $580 million in annual research expenditures, for technology transfer, for 
administering new laws and regulations, for research support, and for making sure the University is 
competitive.  It is a huge job with a huge reform agenda; there remains considerable work to be done in 
reforming support operations. 
 
 The President reviewed briefly a pie chart of the University's all-funds revenue budget for 2006-
07.  He pointed out that state support (that for core operations, apart from state special appropriations), 
tuition and fees, and sponsored research activities each contribute about 22% of the revenues.  An 
additional 20% comes from other restricted and unrestricted revenues (and  the remainder comes from 
auxiliary operations and from state specials).  The biggest part of the 20% is from endowment revenues 
and contracts, a segment of revenues that will grow in the future.  As the University plans a new fund-
raising campaign, the questions raised by the Committee go to the heart of issues that must be addressed.  
For example, he said, there should be more emphasis on interdisciplinary research because a number of 
potential donors have creative ideas that span a number of academic fields.  The President also pointed 
out that many of the revenues on the pie chart are not fungible—there are not a lot of discretionary dollars 
available.  State funds are dedicated, including some for the research infrastructure, and some tuition and 
fees revenue go for the same purpose, but some research expenditures are beyond what students should be 
asked to support (such as particular research projects).  
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 In the last two biennial requests, the University has made research a large part of its request, the 
President observed.  Vice President Mulcahy helps to shape the proposals.   
 
 As one thinks about the future of the University and its competitiveness, private gifts, and internal 
reallocation, there is a lot of room for discussion with the vice presidents about setting priorities, the 
President commented.  He said, however, that he would have a disagreement with the Committee if it 
were to tell him that the VPR should have the last word on research developments.  He said he believed 
the Committee should weigh in on the priorities; so should the other senior officers.  Responsibility for 
research is broadly shared—surely one would not want the deans to be uninterested in research, he 
pointed out.  The question is how to sort out responsibilities, how to make decisions that have the most 
impact, and how to achieve coordination of advice.  But he would be troubled, he said, if one were to 
argue that those things should be accomplished in an environment without broadly-shared 
responsibility—including, he added, the President.  He said the Committee should want the President 
invested in research, even if the individual can't know all of the research fields. 
 
 In terms of transparency and accountability, the President said that last year about $2 million was 
invested in the Office of the VPR, of which about $1.7 million was discretionary.  The VPR has broad 
discretion in allocating those funds, and he can set up review committees to evaluate proposals.  There 
could be additional such funds if the University's legislative request is successful, and the money could be 
used for equipment, grant matches, early-stage research, interdisciplinary initiatives, and so on.  Dr. 
Mulcahy and Dean Dubrow have broad discretion in allocating funds, but the conversations cannot occur 
in a vacuum.  People must work together to set agendas and coordinate priorities; Dr. Bruininks said that 
when he was serving as provost he saw what happened when people did not work together:  investments 
were not strategic and there were instead pockets of investment here and there.  He said he would like not 
to see that again. 
 
 The President agreed with the Committee's suggestion that there be more peer involvement in 
getting the best research proposals to the surface.  Many of the proposals the University has funded have 
come forward after internal peer involvement.  He said he has no problem with that idea; the question is 
identifying where that makes the most sense.  One must pay attention to transactional costs as well, and 
the VPR should also have the discretion to fund proposals.  [The President had to leave the meeting 
briefly at this point.] 
 
 Dr. Cerra said he agreed with the President.  He agreed that sometimes how the University gets to 
where it is (such as the appearance of a proposal in the biennial request) is not always clear.  The 
neuroscience initiative involved more than 100 faculty, had extensive review, and a dean-led team led to 
the next state of its development; it was vetted by the Provost's Research Council (in which Vice 
President Mulcahy was involved) and approved.  That project by itself should suggest strongly that no 
one person can oversee all research at the University.   
 
 Professor Ruggles said the Committee did not believe the VPR should oversee all research.  What 
it believes is that the VPR should have more influence in decision-making and that there needs to be 
better coordination and transparency.  There were proposals made to the Provost's Research Council [on 
which Professor Ruggles serves] which he and Vice President Mulcahy only saw two days before the 
meeting.  (The Committee discussed with Dr. Cerra one of those two proposals, which emerged from a 
college; Dr. Cerra said that this proposal originated with the faculty of a college and fit into an already-
funded University initiative, and needed to be considered for addition to that initiative.  He also expressed 
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concern that proposals from individual colleges or groups of faculty might not be considered for 
development and funding. 
 
 Professor Ruggles said there is not information gathering and information on research initiatives. 
Provost Sullivan disagreed.  He said the Provost's office does collect information; it comes through 
mechanisms of faculty discussions and the colleges' processes to him, and he brings it to the Provost's 
Research Council.  The PRC has a number of discussions, and may put a proposal in front of the 
Interdisciplinary Council for consideration.  The VPR is involved in all 10-12 places where discussion 
takes place (six of which are access points new since Dr. Mulcahy came to the University). 
 
 Professor Dahlberg said he believed all the University's leaders have as a single goal making the 
University as good as possible; he said he has no doubts on that score.  The questions posed by the 
Committee should make it clear that the faculty in the trenches do not see how things happen or how the 
University will get there.  With NSF, for example, it is straightforward to see what programs are 
available:  he writes a proposal, follows NSF guidelines, and he knows what will happen.  If one looks at 
the nature of the Committee's questions, it should be clear that faculty cannot understand the University's 
procedures but they can understand national procedures.  The people he talks to say that if the University 
wants to be among the top three research universities, it must make sure one leader has a research 
background, that that person must be the VPR, and that the VPR must have say-so in decisions.  There is 
no question, he said, that the Provost, with his background in legal education and scholarship, can carry 
out the Provost's job perfectly well, but someone different would be picked to be VPR.   
 
 Dr. Cerra agreed that the initiation of proposals at the collegiate level and their bubbling-up to the 
University level is sometimes mysterious as to pathway and decision-making.  He said he has been at the 
University for 26 years—and for many of those years was mystified about how internal research 
proposals get funded outside the department and collegiate level.  They have had long discussions in the 
Academic Health Center about how to tap a faculty brain trust; they have not been altogether successful 
nor have they established sufficient connections with faculty about their needs.  The situation is better 
than it has been but it could be better.  In the case of one major initiative, for example, there was a lot of 
"horizontal motion" until additional faculty got involved, after which it moved up the hierarchy and 
received attention from the senior officers as well as interaction with other colleges.  But the early stages 
in project development do lack clarity about process, he said, and that is one place where the VPR could 
play a leadership role. 
 
 Provost Sullivan agreed with Professor Dahlberg and said there are three relevant points to 
consider.  First, before he became provost there was no Interdisciplinary Committee.  Second, before he 
became provost there was no Provost's Research Council to have wise people at the table to look at 
proposals after they have gone through peer review in the colleges; the Provost's Research Council brings 
a broader perspective with people of different research backgrounds.  Third, the President distributed 
copies of the biennial request, which enumerates the institutes the University is proposing.  All were peer-
reviewed by faculty, a majority of whom were Minnesota faculty.  There are many places where 
experienced opinion comes into play before a proposal reaches his office, he said. 
 
 President Bruininks rejoined the meeting.  He said it was his sense from the points raised by the 
Committee that the University is so big and complex that it is difficult to know who's managing all the 
money and projects.  He said it would help to identify the sources of funds for research and try to 
determine if the University is operating in the most effective way.  Some research is investigator-initiated, 
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but last year the administration identified $1.7 million going to such projects; they need to be reviewed.  It 
could be that some investments are outdated; they have not been revisited to see if they are paying off.   
 
 Professor Ruggles agreed with Dr. Cerra and Provost Sullivan:  the situation is getting better and 
the review process is improving.  As a historian, however, he knows that when things are getting better is 
the period when the most unrest is likely to occur.   
 
 Professor Johnson said that interdisciplinary research has come up repeatedly in Committee 
discussions.  He said he applauded the interest in it but he has never been clear about the relationship 
between the VPR and maintenance and ongoing support for centers, especially the ones that cut across 
colleges.  He said he was concerned about where these centers are lodged; the easy answer is that they 
should be housed in the office of the VPR.  Has there been discussion in the administration about these 
issues?  Where centers fall?  Who is responsible for ensuring that they can continue to be successful?  
Provost Sullivan said these topics have been discussed at the Provost's Research Council; there was also a 
lot of thinking during and recommendations from the strategic positioning process about centers and 
institutes.  No one has centers as part of their written portfolio; one academic officer, who has other 
responsibilities, can only do due diligence for so many centers.  They make decisions as proposals come 
up about where a center or institute might best be lodged.  The location may vary—it may be his office, 
Senior Vice President Jones's, Senior Vice President Cerra's, etc.  Provost Sullivan said he also will 
receive soon from the Interdisciplinary Committee a second draft of recommendations for guidelines for 
University-wide centers and institutes; the Provost's Research Council looked at a first draft of the 
recommendations and had a good conversation about them.  Once completed, they will be taken to the 
President. 
 
 Professor Johnson asked if there will be faculty participation in decisions about where a center 
should be lodged.  He also asked if the decision about existing centers will be revisited (some centers 
might want to move in order to be more effective).  There are a number of people having conversations 
about centers, the Provost said; he said the guidelines from the Interdisciplinary Committee should be 
brought to this Committee and the Deans Council for discussion.  Dr. Cerra said he would like to see a 
central database on interdisciplinary centers/institute, how they are doing, and there should be a report to 
this Committee on the reviews of these centers.   
 
 Every time one creates an ideal solution, one also creates additional dilemmas, the President said.  
Faculty and deans know how important a center is and he would not want to see a one-size-fits-all 
approach.  He reminded the Committee that the VPR has a large portfolio already; it encompasses about 
one-quarter of the University's budget, in a complex area with a rapidly-changing environment.  One 
could say that all interdisciplinary research centers should be in the office of the VPR, but that could lead 
to neglect of the core research infrastructure because of the demands by the centers (it takes a lot of time 
to manage them).  The VPR is also responsible for connections with innovative companies; one wants to 
be sure that principles are flexible enough so centers can get the care and attention they need.  There 
needs to be a mechanism to review them.  They also do not want deans and departments to be able to 
walk away from interdisciplinary centers.  Most should probably be housed at the central administrative 
level, but departments are very conservative about centers.  As he looks around the country at 
interdisciplinary centers that have collapsed, they do so primarily because the culture at the institution did 
not support them, so it is important to get centers lodged where they will be supported.  Centers 
themselves, he observed, probably want to be located in a central office so they can avoid having 
discussions with several deans and departments.   
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 One issue that comes up, the President said, is private foundations.  He may contact a foundation 
and be informed that they already have proposals from other people at the University that he knows 
nothing about.  That needs to be sorted out, he said, and the problem will be that someone needs to hear 
"no." 
 
 What is very important, Professor Dahlberg said, is that he knows what programs are available at 
NSF and he knows the entire process for obtaining support.  All the faculty he talks with say the grant 
process at the University is mysterious and the compact process is a black box.  It is important faculty 
know what programs are available and that they have confidence in the process.  He said he was glad to 
hear of the President's confidence in the VPR, but he pointed out that on the University's website, the 
VPR is listed ninth of the senior officers (see http://www1.umn.edu/twincities/11_admin_officers.php).  
That does not suggest research is a high priority.   
 
 The President pointed out that the VPR is a direct report to him.  He made it clear in the VPR job 
description that the person needs to coordinate activities and planning with the Provost and the Senior 
Vice President for the Health Sciences, coordination he believes essential to running the University.  He 
said he would, however, like to have a serious discussion with the Committee and others about the 
questions it has raised, and he promised it would be the subject of discussion with Vice President 
Mulcahy and among the senior officers—the questions will stimulate discussions outside the Committee.  
He said that there must be more alternatives than one for proposals, and the University must increase the 
money supply available to provide incentives and support for faculty.   
 
 The President went on to say he surmised that people would be surprised at the amount of money 
the University spends on interdisciplinary projects; Professor Ruggles's question is about whether the 
University is spending it most effectively and wisely.  An examination would also find that the University 
is under-funded for its research; there is a need to build a more common-goods research infrastructure in 
order to sustain research, but the University is under-capitalized for interdisciplinary research because 
much funding is bound up in departments and disciplines, which makes it difficult to fund 
interdisciplinary research.   
 
 The President said this had been a good discussion and he would take advice away from it.  He 
also pointed out that there needs to be an all-funds assessment.  He mentioned private funds he had raised 
in order to get more grass-roots focus on interdisciplinary research.  Professor Ruggles asked if anyone 
else on the Committee knew about the availability of those funds (they were not); he suggested there 
needed to be improved communication.  There should be one place faculty can go to learn about 
discretionary funds available for research.   
 
 Professor Ruggles also said the Committee is not suggesting that decision-making be centralized 
in the VPR.  But the reason that Berkeley is a great university is not because it has great public 
engagement or even because it has great undergraduate education; it is great because of great research.  
Research is the one thing the University must do to become a great research university.  He said they are 
not advocating that Dr. Mulcahy decides who receives research funding; the senior vice presidents must 
be involved, and there should be peer review.  The President responded that in some areas peer review 
might be inappropriate and there can be inconsistencies in it.  But there is also a need to evaluate ongoing 
activities, he said.  It would be also helpful to have a panel of experts to review ongoing activities, 
Professor Ruggles commented.  Provost Sullivan said the task forces called for sunset provisions for 
centers and institutes and for peer review, and the recommendations have been adopted. 
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 President Bruininks suggested that he and his colleagues return to the Committee at some point in 
the future and discuss how much progress has been made on the points that were discussed. 
 
 Professor Ruggles thanked the President, the Provost, and Senior Vice President Cerra for joining 
the Committee. 
 
3. Committee Discussion 
 
 Following the departure of the three senior officers, the Committee discussed briefly how it 
should proceed.  Several points were made. 
 
-- It would helpful for the Committee to know what the available dedicated and discretionary funds 
for research are, where they come from, where they are being spent, and what the University might stop 
spending it on.  There are no doubt many different "pots" from which money comes, and control is 
decentralized, but there is probably a great deal of money involved when it is all added up.  It was agreed 
that Vice President Mulcahy should be asked to assemble this information for the Committee. 
 
-- The Committee should discuss with Vice President Mulcahy the disposition of the revenues from 
patents and licenses.  At present much of that money is invested in research infrastructure; could it be 
invested differently? 
 
-- The Committee might recommend that the VPR be less managerial and more executive and 
decision-making, and that he should perhaps be provided more assistance for the managerial side of the 
office. 
 
-- The Committee must make it clear to the President and others that none of the impetus for this 
discussion came from Vice President Mulcahy and that it was driven entirely by the Committee. 
 
-- The process for obtaining internal research funding should be like that at NSF:  all faculty should 
know about all the funding opportunities and what the process is to request support.  All should know 
who is reviewing what proposals and what materials are used in the review.  The Committee will know 
the goal has been achieved when all the processes and decision are visible.  The process cannot rely 
simply on knowing the right people or being in the right place. 
 
-- Is there anyone looking at the picture of what, for example, the impact of five new biomedical 
sciences buildings will be on aeronautical engineering or English?  A related question is what the overall 
"big picture" strategy is.   
 
 Professor Ruggles adjourned the meeting at 3:10. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


