
Minutes* 
 

Senate Research Committee 
Monday, September 12, 2005 

1:15 - 3:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Steven Ruggles (chair), Mark Ascerno, Dianne Bartels, Kathy Bowlin,  Arlene Carney, 

James Cotter, Christopher Cramer, Dan Dahlberg, Sharon Danes, Penny Edgell, 
Genevieve Escure, Steven Gantt, Paul Johnson, James Luby, Timothy Mulcahy, Mark 
Paller, Virginia Seybold, Charles Spetland, George Trachte, Barbara VanDrasek, Jean 
Witson 

 
Absent: Richard Bianco, Robin Dittman, Thomas Schumacher, Maria Sera, Michael Volna 
 
Guests:  Professor Gary Balas (Research Secrecy Subcommittee) 
 
Other: Mark Bohnhorst (Office of the General Counsel), Lisa Carlson, Winifred Schumi, 

Melinda Sewell (Office of the Vice President for Research), Ed Wink (Sponsored 
Projects Administration) 

 
[In these minutes:  (1) welcome and introductions; (2) openness in research; (3) update from Vice 
President Mulcahy; (4) issues for the Committee] 
 
 
1. Welcome and Introductions 
 
 Professor Ruggles convened the meeting at 1:15 and welcomed everyone.  He said it would be a 
busy year, especially with the strategic positioning effort and two task forces focused on research.  One of 
the task forces will look at research infrastructure, the other at collaborative research.  In light of the work 
of those two task forces, he asked Committee members to introduce themselves and identify both the 
research infrastructure they use most as well as the nature of any collaborative research they do.   
 
 There were many references to the libraries as a major item of infrastructure used in research.  
Committee members made observations or asked questions about a couple of issues.  (1) Will 
collaborative research be assessed in promotion and tenure decisions and by the Graduate School?  (2) 
What is often not considered in the research-infrastructure discussion is people-intensive research.  (3) 
One issue coming from the federal government is how to give credit to principal investigators who work 
on interdisciplinary research (should it be possible to name two or more PIs on a research grant?) 
 
2. Openness in Research 
 
 Professor Ruggles turned next to Professor Balas to lead a discussion of the proposed Regents' 
policy on openness in research and the associated administrative policy and other documents.  (In brief, 
the existing policy provides that the University will not accept classified research grants or contracts or 
any grants or contracts which include restrictions on publication of the results of the work unless an 
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exemption has been recommended by the Senate Research Committee and the University Senate to the 
President, who makes the final decision.) 
 
 Professor Balas began by noting that the policy title had changed, from secrecy in research to 
openness in research, courtesy of a suggestion from Mr. Bohnhorst.  The process for reviewing the policy 
began about four years ago when there were suddenly three requests for exemptions from the existing 
policy (which requests, by the provisions of the policy, were required to come to this Committee and then 
go to the Senate for recommendation to the President).  The process for acting on the requests proved to 
be problematic, however (given the constraints of the request timing and the meetings of the University 
Senate), so this Committee appointed a standing subcommittee on secrecy in research to review the policy 
(which came up for review in the normal cycle of the review by the Board of Regents of its policies) and 
to deal with any requests for exemptions.   
 
 The result is a revised regental policy, Professor Balas said, and an accompanying administrative 
implementation policy (the new Regents' policy has procedural elements removed, which were put into 
the administrative policy).  Nothing is really changed, Professor Balas reported, except the title and the 
procedure for requesting exemptions.  The request for an exemption is directed to the subcommittee, 
which evaluates it and then forwards it to this Committee (not the Senate) for final recommendation by 
the governance system to the Vice President for Research (not the President).  There is now a form that 
contains questions the PI must respond to which the subcommittee will use to evaluate the request. 
 
 This policy will go to the Board of Regents for action at their October meeting, Vice President 
Mulcahy reported.  In response to a query from Professor Ruggles about what was expected from the 
Committee at this point, Professor Balas said that the issue had been before the Committee several times 
before and that a vote in favor of the policy was being requested.  
  
 Professor Edgell asked about the frequency of the requests and the motivation behind the policy.  
Do they come up every day?  Professor Balas said they do not; Mr. Wink reported that there had been 
about 4-5 requests in the last 9 years.  The worry, however, is that such requests will become more 
frequent because of language in the USA PATRIOT Act, new rules of the Department of Homeland 
Security, and so on. 
 
 Assistant Vice President Paller, Committee members, and Messrs. Bohnhorst and Wink had a 
number of exchanges about whether the language of the draft policy would exclude clinical trials from the 
openness in research policy; they agreed on policy language that would be intended to make clear that 
clinical trials (which is a form of research) are NOT exempt from the provisions barring secrecy in 
research.  Dr. Mulcahy said that in simple terms, anything that is an external sale would not be covered by 
the policy while anything that is a grant or contract would be. 
 
 Ms. Witson said she did not see in the materials any guidance provided to the subcommittee 
about how it should consider requests for exemptions.  Professor Balas said it will be a learning process.  
Dr. Sewell said there are guidelines for reviewing the requests, although they are not completely fleshed 
out; they will, however, help future subcommittees make decisions.  It will require considerable judgment 
to make the recommendations, Dr. Mulcahy said, and there will often be very different points of view.  
Rigid guidelines could discourage dialogue and thoughtful consideration of every point of view. 
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 It was noted that this policy is one of those instances where a policy is both a Senate policy and a 
Regents' policy, and thus this revision should be acted on by the Faculty Senate before it goes to the 
Board of Regents.  Professor Ruggles accepted a motion to forward the policy, as revised at the meeting, 
to the Faculty Senate.  The motion passed unanimously. 
 
 Professor Balas asked the Committee to act on the administrative procedures as well.  With the 
understanding that the administrative policy language would conform to the revised language in the 
Regents' policy, the Committee voted unanimously to approve the administrative procedures as well.   
 
3. Update from Vice President Mulcahy 
 
 Vice President Mulcahy now said he wished to update the Committee on the two research-
focused strategic planning task forces—and that he hoped to bring such updates regularly.  He also 
invited Committee members to express their views during the process so that he can provide feedback to 
the task forces. 
 
 One task force is focused on research infrastructure, a term that he interprets very broadly to 
include not only things such as hardware and software and equipment but also the people who have an 
impact.  The task force will also look at how easy it is to do research and what additional services people 
will need in the next 5-10 years—in the case of the latter, so that they can start planning for what will be 
needed.  The co-chairs of the research infrastructure task force are Professors Steve Campbell in IT and 
Marc Jenkins in the Medical School.   
 
 The other task force was originally to be focused on "big science," although that name did not 
mean the University will migrate to big science but instead reflects the fact that research is more complex 
and interdisciplinary.  As a result, the title and focus of the task force is collaborative research; it will look 
at the physical, cultural, and administrative factors that affect how faculty do research.  The co-chairs will 
be Professors Frances Lawrenz in Education and Human Development and Mark Paller in the Medical 
School (and Assistant Vice President for Research). 
 
 There will be about 11 members of each task force.  Given the complexity, richness, and diversity 
of research done at the University, it is not possible to represent every department and area on the task 
forces, Dr. Mulcahy observed.  The task forces, however, will be charged to consult broadly with all who 
can be affected by their work.  He said he hoped this Committee would help advise the task forces on 
areas not covered by their membership.  The deadline for the task forces is May, 2006, with progress 
reports expected in December of this year.  The issues were too large and complex to expect that the task 
forces could complete their work by December. 
 
 The charges to the task forces are being reviewed and vetted, Dr. Mulcahy reported in response to 
a query from Professor Johnson.  In the case of the research infrastructure task force, for example, the 
charge will be open-ended and the task force will be able to do what it sees a need to do. 
 
 At the end of the day, will the task force reports be descriptive or prescriptive, Professor Johnson 
inquired?  They will bring forward a series of recommendations (e.g., the tenure system does not 
adequately recognize working as part of a research team) but will not have specifics; there will be 
implementation groups that follow up on the recommendations.  The task forces are expected to provide a 
broad, bold vision.   
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 What is the relationship of the task forces to this Committee, Professor Johnson asked?  Dr. 
Mulcahy said there will be a member of this Committee on each task force.  In addition to discussions 
with him, there will be a comment period on the draft reports.  This Committee will also likely have a 
voice about implementation; he said he would like as much involvement as possible.  Dr. Schumi added 
that the task forces will call people to their meetings for testimony; she said she assumed such invitations 
would include individuals from this Committee.   
 
 There will also be steering committees for each group of task forces, Dr. Mulcahy reported, 
groups that will coordinate and make connections between task forces.  The steering committee for the 
research task forces will include the co-chairs, Senior Vice President and Provost Sullivan, Senior Vice 
President Cerra, Professor Balas (as the representative from the Faculty Consultative Committee), and 
him.   
 
 On Friday of this week the participants in the task forces will be in an all-day retreat on the 
process.  The level of interest and willingness to participate has been remarkable, Dr. Mulcahy 
commented, especially given that it will likely be a time-consuming process.  He said it is gratifying that 
people are willing to step up and help. 
 
 Dr. Mulcahy then changed the subject to processes.  Now that he has been here seven months, 
dealing with a lot of people and organizations, it is time to step back and review the processes and 
procedures of the departments that report to him.  For example, Sponsored Projects Administration will 
review all its processes and procedures in order to eliminate redundancies and those that are less useful 
and will focus on those that are critical.  The goal is to identify ways to accomplish the work with less 
burden on faculty, staff, and departments.  This review will not be a panacea for all woes, Dr. Mulcahy 
cautioned, but it will look at what happens with a critical eye.  He said he was very committed to this 
review and it would have his attention.  The units that report to him are also committed to it and have 
made it a high priority. 
 
 Dr. Mulcahy distributed a handout illustrating the streamlining project.  He said there would an 
announcement about the project on the Office of the Vice President Research home page that will also be 
sent to many people.  There will be a web site soliciting comments on processes and procedures that 
people find especially difficult and what the solutions might be.  This site will be up until November 1.  
 
 The units will evaluate their requirements and processes, as will he, but there will also be two 
independent review bodies that he will appoint to look at the recommendations from the units.  They will 
be authorized to accept the recommendations or return them to the units for further consideration.  These 
two groups will include representatives from his office as well as faculty and grant administrators and will 
make recommendations to him for final action. 
 
 The process review will ask if a process is required and if it makes sense.  The review will require 
a lot of work, Dr. Mulcahy said, but at the end he hopes there is a decrease in hurdles and an increase in 
productivity.  The units know which policies give the most trouble and have already gotten assessments.  
He said he will keep this Committee informed about the progress of the review and he is optimistic it will 
be productive for users and the people in the vice presidential offices.   
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 Professor Edgell said that people will have to be reminded of the web site or they will forget.  Dr. 
Mulcahy agreed, and added that while he will be happy to hear about pain and grievances, he will also 
want suggestions for how to improve things.  How will he indicate to people that they have been heard, 
Professor Seybold asked?  Dr. Mulcahy said he would respond (although if there are hundreds of 
comments, he may have to respond to groups).  But he will try to get back to people.  Dr. Paller said he 
applauded the effort and asked if Dr. Mulcahy would look at everything his units are doing, including 
how to capture missed opportunities?  (As an outlandish example, perhaps SPA could write all grants.)  
Are there other things that the units could be doing to avoid missing opportunities?  Dr. Mulcahy said he 
hopes people will feel free to say that they have no complaint but that things could be better if a unit does 
X or Y or Z.  And he hopes that the two review bodies, with faculty and grant administrators, will feel 
free to make suggestions as well. 
 
 There have been more and more demands on faculty time, Professor Johnson reflected, many of 
them related to these processes.  It would be nice if his office would ask, whenever it is developing a 
process or procedure, if there is any way to do something with less faculty time.  That is a factor explicitly 
guiding the reviews, Dr. Mulcahy said.  He agreed that such a review needs to take place with new 
procedures and processes as well as the existing ones.   
 
 Professor Ruggles said that there should be reports on the task forces and on this review of 
processes at every meeting of the Committee this fall.  Dr. Mulcahy said he would be happy to do so.  He 
said that he is proud of his faculty history and even as an administrator values his faculty appointment and 
affiliation.  He brings a faculty view to the responsibilities of the Office of the Vice President for 
Research.  He said if he is doing his job right, he is representing the interests of the faculty.  He values the 
Committee as a touch point.  He also said he would like to have Committee representatives on the two 
process review committees.  He would like the groups to stay lean so they can be effective.    
 
 Professor Ruggles thanked Vice President Mulcahy for his report. 
 
4. Issues for the Committee 
 
 Professor Ruggles asked Committee members for suggestions for issues for the year.  He noted 
some suggestions that have already been made: 
 
-- implications of the new budget model for research, and especially for library funding 
-- barriers to interdisciplinary research 
-- implications of NIH recognition of multiple PIs 
-- the possibility of a formal appeals process from an IRB decision 
-- certified approver program 
-- graduate fellowships and funds for recruiting 
 
 Committee members made other suggestions. 
 
-- the impact of the new budget model on the Graduate School (it seems most vulnerable; is there a 

committee dealing with it?)  Dr. Mulcahy said there would be task forces dealing with the 
Graduate School and that it would have representatives on them.  The task force on collaborative 
research will interact with the Graduate School.  Professor Ruggles said this Committee should 
deal with any implications for research of actions affecting the Graduate School. 
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-- how interdisciplinary research will be funded under the new budget model (Dr. Mulcahy said that 

there are also questions about retaining the vitality of centers and helping them succeed). 
 
-- will the incentives of the budget model be consistent with the goal to raise the prestige and 

performance of research at the University?  And this should not be measured solely by the 
amount of indirect cost funding the research brings in; what adjustments need to be made in order 
to support research that does not receive a lot of indirect cost funds? 

 
-- develop training for social science IRBs, and not only for grants but also for ethics.  IRBs do not 

deal with core issues that come up in the social sciences; there is a need for discipline-specific 
understandings.  (Dr. Mulcahy said the process review would look at some of this, but the 
question really involves asking how to ask the questions and what standards should be used, 
something the process review groups will not look at.  This issue may need a separate process, 
which he said he could arrange.)   

 
-- a larger University discussion of what the University is about with respect to research, homeland 

security, and related issues.  (Dr. Mulcahy agreed there should be a set of core principles that 
serve as a framework against which to check research activities.   

 
 Professor Ruggles invited Committee members to email him with any additional suggestions for 
items that should appear on future agendas.  He then adjourned the meeting at 2:50. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


