
Minutes* 
 

Senate Research Committee 
Monday, November 10, 2008 

2:15 - 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Dan Dahlberg (chair), Peter Argenta, Linda Bearinger, Saif Benjaafar, Jerry Cohen, 

Tricia Conway, James Cotter, Leslie Delserone, Genevieve Escure, Tom Hayes, Bridget 
Helwig, Michelle Lamere, Frances Lawrenz, Jennifer Linde, Timothy Mulcahy, Mark 
Paller, Karen Williams, Jean Witson, Lynn Zentner 

 
Absent: Melissa Anderson, Arlene Carney, Robin Dittman, Federico Ponce de Leon, Steven 

Ruggles, George Trachte, Andrew Van de Ven 
 
Guests:  Associate Dean Douglas Ernie (Graduate School) 
 
Other: Peggy Sundermeyer (Office of the Vice President for Research); Associate Vice 

President Pamela Webb (Sponsored Projects Administration) 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) report on centers; (2) research-infrastructure strategic planning] 
 
 
1. Report on Centers 
 
 Professor Dahlberg convened the meeting at 2:20 and welcomed Dr. Ernie, who is in charge of 
coordinating reviews of University-wide centers.   
 
 Dr. Ernie distributed copies of the University policy "Creating and Evaluating Interdisciplinary 
Centers" and the associated procedures for establishing, operating, and evaluating University-wide centers 
as well as Collegiate and Interdisciplinary Centers.  The focus, he explained, is on interdisciplinary 
centers, which are the outgrowth of a lot of efforts in interdisciplinary research, education, and outreach.  
During the strategic-positioning process, a number of task forces identified needs for interdisciplinary 
centers—and for central oversight and review of such centers.  The Provost formed the Provost's 
Interdisciplinary Team to oversee interdisciplinary research centers and new initiatives proposed; its 
members are the Vice President for Research (Timothy Mulcahy), the Dean of the Graduate School (Gail 
Dubrow), the Vice Provost and Dean for Undergraduate Education (Robert McMaster), and the Vice 
Provost for Faculty and Academic Affairs (Arlene Carney). 
 
 The policy provides that there are three categories of interdisciplinary centers:  University-wide 
Centers (authorized by the President and Senior Vice Presidents that includes members from different 
colleges), Intercollegiate Centers (includes members from different colleges, typically approved by the 
deans), and Collegiate Centers (with members mostly from one college although the work could be 
interdisciplinary).  University-wide Centers can be new, and come from either the administration or 
faculty, or can be established when an existing center seeks designation as a University-wide Center.  In 
either case, it must cut across colleges and disciplines and fit with strategic-positioning foci.  Examples of 
University-wide Centers include the Consortium on Law and Values, the Institute for Advanced Study, 
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the Institute on the Environment, the Institution on Translational Neuroscience, and the Minnesota 
Population Center.  Other examples of interdisciplinary centers reporting to Senior Vice Presidents 
include the Center for Urban and Regional Affairs and the Consortium on Children, Youth, and Families. 
 
 Dr. Ernie explained that the procedure for establishing, operating, and evaluating University-wide 
centers includes a provision for reviewing the centers at least every five years to assess quality, how the 
center is developing, if is growing, its productivity, and how it supports strategic positioning.  They do a 
SWOT analysis, looking at strengths, weaknesses, opportunities for growth, and threats.  The reviews are 
forward-looking and intended to do two things.  One, help the center administration, up to the deans and 
the senior vice president, sense where the center is now, its opportunities, and what it would take to 
achieve growth.  Two, help the center itself to guide its future growth.  The administration of the reviews 
is facilitated by the Graduate School because of its long history of conducting graduate program reviews; 
he, as Associate Dean, has been charged with coordinating University-wide Center reviews as well as 
those of other interdisciplinary centers. 
 
 In terms of process, the Provost's Interdisciplinary Team decides when a University-wide center 
should be reviewed (and whether or not there should be reviews of other centers).  The process involves 
meeting with the center administration, discussing the process, providing questions to guide a self-study, 
reviewing and signing off on the self-study and providing it to an external review team.  The external 
team also receives a set of questions on which to focus, customized for each center, conducts a 2-3 day 
site visit, and provides a thorough report.  For new centers, the timeline for the initial review is set when 
the center is established.  For Intercollegiate and Collegiate centers, the timing is more at the discretion of 
the senior vice presidents and/or deans.    
 
 Dr. Lawrenz commented that the reviews do not always have to be as formative as Dr. Ernie so 
kindly put it; the review could be summative and recommend that a center be closed.  Dr. Ernie 
concurred.  The report is a decision point for the center:  it could be doing well, fit with strategic-
positioning goals, and thus could receive additional funding or at least sustained—or it could be sunsetted 
because it has lived its useful life and national, international, and University foci have shifted.  It was 
inherent in the original strategic-positioning recommendations that there be a reason for a center, there be 
clear oversight, and that the center is fulfilling its mission, and if those factors do not any longer obtain 
for a center, the funds should be redirected. 
 
 Two centers have been reviewed in the last couple of years, Dr. Ernie said, the Consortium on 
Children, Youth, and Family and the Center for Urban and Regional Affairs.  They are now setting the 
schedule for upcoming reviews.   
 
 Does the process apply to centers funded by the University and also those funded by external 
organizations (such as NIH and NSF), Professor Benjafaar asked.  To the University-funded centers that 
have received the University-wide designation, Dr. Ernie said.  The centers' origins vary; it could have 
been a presidential initiative, it could have been a previously-existing center created because of NIH or 
other funding.  The designation means the center is aligned with strategic-positioning goals and the 
central administration will support it.  So there could be a number of interdisciplinary centers that 
involved a number of colleges that are not designated as University-wide, Professor Benjafaar 
commented.  That is correct, Dr. Ernie said; there are only six University-wide Centers but there are 
perhaps hundreds of interdisciplinary centers across the University.   
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Professor Cohen asked if anyone knew the number of centers that exist at the University.  There 
are many intercollegiate, collegiate, and cross-campus institutes and centers that have only a few people 
involved.  Vice President Mulcahy said they do know the number; his office did a survey about two years 
ago and learned there are about 320 centers.  And Professor Cohen is right, he said:  they exist in a wide 
variety of configurations.  [A searchable database of centers at the University can be found at 
http://www.research.umn.edu/cip/index.htm , although it was suggested the list is outdated.]  Professor 
Cohen said he assumed most of these are not being reviewed.  Dr. Mulcahy said they are not.  The 
Academic Health Center has a number of centers and has a well-developed policy for reviewing them.  
Other colleges may also have review procedures in place.  NSF-funded centers are peer-reviewed with the 
funding cycle and the University accepts the results of those reviews.  If there are 200-300 centers, and 
each one must be reviewed every five years, that means as many as 60 reviews per year, or more than one 
per week, and there is no way they could conduct that many reviews, Dr. Mulcahy pointed out.  The list 
they look at is limited, Dr. Ernie said:  University-wide and other significant centers that report to the 
senior officers, about 20 in total, are currently being considered for review, and all of which will be 
reviewed in the next five years.   

 
Professor Dahlberg asked how much University funding goes to the University-wide and other 

centers that Dr. Ernie will be responsible for reviewing.  Dr. Ernie said it was a good question and he 
didn't know the answer.  Vice President Mulcahy observed that institutional dollars can come in a lot of 
flavors—collegiate, central, gifts, and so on.  Dr. Ernie also said, in response to another query from 
Professor Dahlberg, that so far the review process has not led to the closing of any centers, but they have 
only reviewed two so far.  So it is possible they will see centers closed in the future, Professor Dahlberg 
commented.   

 
Professor Argenta asked about the cost of the reviews.  That is being determined, Dr. Ernie said; 

Vice President Mulcahy said the cost will be borne by the unit reviewed or possibly the administrative 
unit to which it reports.  That is still being discussed.   
 
 Ms. Williams noted that there is a national conference on centers at the University; have they 
learned anything from it?  It is only being held this week, Dr. Ernie said, and it could be that something 
will come out of it.  Ms. Sundermeyer reported there are ten institutions involved in the Consortium on 
Fostering Interdisciplinary Inquiry.  The institutions have completed self-studies and the purpose of the 
conference is to share findings from the self studies, such as best practices in designing environments and 
structures that promote interdisciplinary activities. 
 
 Ms. Conway asked if there is motivation for Collegiate or other interdisciplinary centers to seek 
designation as University-wide centers.  Can they stay college, or graduate to University-wide, or be 
demoted?   Dr. Mulcahy said the question is an insightful one.  They have heard that the way indirect-cost 
funds are distributed is a disincentive to participate because colleges feel their faculty contributed to the 
generation of the indirect-cost funds and should receive at least part of them.  Based on feedback, a group 
developed plans and principles for indirect-cost funds:  certain types of centers, large and important to the 
University, would be designated University-wide centers and viewed as a college with respect to indirect-
cost funds, and so could claim a portion of those funds generated through the center.  So there is a 
motivation for some centers to achieve University-wide designation, and they are considering a number of 
such applications.  Because there is a claim on indirect-cost funds, the University is careful about which 
centers receive the designation. 

Professor Cohen observed that the question often comes up, with the faculty, about whether the 
University is supporting interdisciplinary centers at the expense of the core disciplines. That is an issue 
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for faculty members, Professor Benjafaar commented: whether they should run their grant through their 
department or a center. The incentives are to run them through their department. Professor Cohen said the 
incentive is to put them through the center if the grant is across colleges because it is a lot less trouble 
dealing with the center than two different colleges in terms of management of indirect-cost funds.  The 
incentives are not the same everywhere, Dr. Mulcahy responded.  Some departments do not like grants to 
be submitted through a center because the funds benefit the center, which is why the process has been 
standardized at the central level for University-wide centers—the formula says that both centers and 
departments have legitimate calls on indirect-cost funds.  Professor Benjafaar said he has known of 
pressure to run some grants through a center.  Dr. Mulcahy agreed such pressures exist.  With the new 
budget model, indirect-cost funds are a source to pay for operations and chairs need them; they have tried 
to arrange the distribution so that people can play well together. 
 
 Dr. Ernie said he would be glad to provide updates to the Committee as they complete more 
reviews.  Professor Dahlberg thanked him for joining the meeting and making his report. 
 
2. Research-Infrastructure Strategic Planning 
  
 Professor Dahlberg next asked Vice President Mulcahy to provide a report on strategic planning 
for the research infrastructure.   
 

Dr. Mulcahy explained that as they looked at the research environment on the campus, and as 
they heard from this Committee and the deans, they learned that one challenge is to be sure the existing 
research infrastructure is strong for what is needed now—and that the University also be in the position to 
have the infrastructure it will need in the future so that it does not have to play catch-up.  This is a 
difficult proposition to get a handle on, Dr. Mulcahy said, given the size of the campus and the diversity 
of research that takes place.  But the University has not done as good a job as it should in identifying the 
strengths and weaknesses of the current research infrastructure and in planning where it should go in the 
future.  So his office is pulling together a research infrastructure plan in order to identify key elements:  
those that are healthy, where there are gaps, and where the University should go in the future.  The latter 
includes what it should be thinking about and then developing a multi-year plan to phase in what is 
needed as well as how to get funds to service centers (units that provide service, not 
interdisciplinary/research centers) and to build new ones so that faculty need not go hat in hand for money 
when they have a critical need.  Some colleges do well at infrastructure planning; the central 
administration has not done it at the level it should.  Key to progress will be an infrastructure support item 
in future University requests to the legislature, but to accomplish that there needs to be a plan in place, he 
concluded.   

 
 Dr. Lawrenz distributed copies of a diagram identifying how she and Ms. Sundermeyer are 
going about gathering information in order to develop a research-infrastructure master plan.  They asked 
PIs to explain what they need (about 120 people attended six listening sessions) and also drew on the 
strategic-positioning task force reports; they are combining that information now.  In terms of existing 
infrastructure and future needs, they asked the research associate deans to identify infrastructure elements 
and contact people; the contact people responded to a survey about their infrastructure in their colleges, 
funding, and trends.  They are also analyzing that data now.  Once the analyses are complete, they will 
share them with the Committee.  They hope to have the plan available in December or January. 

 
Vice President Mulcahy offered a few additional comments.  If one puts out a general question 

about research operations and needs, one will get a large number of responses about needs that range from 
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the very small to the very large.  For the infrastructure master plan, the University must identify those 
needs that meet certain criteria (parallel to the criteria set out for University-wide Centers).  That is, what 
must THE UNIVERSITY get behind, versus what can be deferred to colleges and departments.  There is 
no way to plan to support 300+ research activities, which is why faculty views will be critical.  They also 
are not assuming that everything the University has now is what will be needed for the future.   

 
Dr. Mulcahy said they would bring more detailed information to the Committee.  They hope to 

identify critical needs, say that certain things are in good shape and should continue to receive funding, 
say that others are essential but on shaky ground, and say that in certain areas there are gaps that rise to 
the level of requiring immediate attention.  They then need to develop a funding plan.  In addition, they 
need to identify needs that do not exist now but will in the near future.  Finally, Dr. Mulcahy assured the 
Committee, the effort would not be focused solely on the natural sciences but would also include the 
social sciences and the arts and humanities.  The idea, Dr. Lawrenz explained further, is a six-year rolling 
plan that aligns with the biennial request, similar to the six-year capital plan, a list that can be adjusted 
over time. 

 
Professor Cohen commended the solicitation of faculty views.  One thing that is missing, he said, 

is that if something is lacking, it could be that the faculty do not understand what is lacking.  It might help 
to obtain information from other institutions.  Dr. Lawrenz said the six-year plan will be checked with the 
libraries, the capital plan, and other plans.  Dr. Mulcahy added that what is often overlooked is that 
infrastructure is not all hardware and structures, it is also experienced professionals who can support 
equipment and research with expertise and knowledge.   

 
Dr. Paller said this is a good exercise.  He reported, however, that they have tried to do something 

similar in the Academic Health Center and failed because they could not anticipate new and disruptive 
technologies.  It is clear that everyone will need computing power and one can plan the budgets for that, 
and in the health sciences they will need NMR and magnets.  But they could not have predicted the need 
for primate colonies for HIV research until that virus had been discovered.  There will be new 
technologies that happen all of a sudden, and they are usually big things.  One almost doesn't need a six-
year plan, as long as one can be flexible. 

 
Vice President Mulcahy disagreed.  If a new technology is disruptive, it is disruptive to everyone, 

he said, and it will be necessary to assess the funding required to get it into work.  And while everyone 
has an idea about what the critical research-infrastructure needs are, it is necessary to get them down on 
paper so that priorities are identified and it is not a case of the money going to the first one who gets there 
to ask for it.  It is not easy, and not all needs can be addressed in this way, but it is necessary for certain 
high-level areas and to identify areas where the University has a competitive advantage, rather than trying 
to be strong across all research areas.  But it is difficult to make choices until one sees the big picture.  
Professor Cohen agreed that unpredictability must be part of any master plan, and the plan must provide 
flexibility to respond. 

 
 There is another advantage to such a plan, Dr. Mulcahy continued.  What is happening 
administratively at the University is that other domains are expected to develop plans like this so the 
University can allocate limited resources (e.g., to information technology, the libraries, buildings, etc.), 
and if plans for the research infrastructure are not on the table, it will get what is left over rather than 
getting what it requests.  The institution expects these plans-and it should. When there are dollars 
available, those who make the best case will receive the funds.  Dr. Lawrenz added that there  
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have been several suggestions that the University's research infrastructure be more like a stock portfolio, 
with investments in diverse strategic areas so that there would be some funds reserved for emerging 
infrastructure needs and other funds for improving existing elements of the infrastructure.  In other words, 
a portfolio approach would allow broader access to funds. 
 
 There are not funds set aside now, Professor Dahlberg observed, and the document will be 
prepared so they can argue there should be.  How much money might be requested and how would it be 
divided, he asked.  He agreed that it is difficult to argue for funds so they can pay for something in case it 
shows up.  Dr. Mulcahy made several points in response.  One, it is possible to look backwards and see 
what the disruptive technologies were and the "entry fee" it took to integrate them into research, so one 
can make projections and it is desirable to have a plan.  Two, there must be priorities for the funds, 
selected after vetting through a process using a number of criteria.  Three, in some cases, there is no 
question about the fact that certain operations will be so costly that they will not happen without an 
institutional subsidy, and a plan helps identify which operations the central administration will have to 
support.  
 
 It has been difficult to evaluate individual requests for support without seeing the whole picture, 
Dr. Mulcahy related.  There are funds from technology commercialization but there is also the need to 
make the case to the senior vice presidents, the president, and the legislature for research infrastructure as 
a critical need.  They heard from a lot of faculty groups that the University is not competitive in this or 
that area because they do not have X or Y or Z.  So they need to identify all those needs. 
 
 What amount does he have in mind, Professor Dahlberg asked?  Dr. Mulcahy said he would not 
know until he looks at the information that has been gathered, but it will certainly be millions of dollars 
per year in recurring funds even for barebones needs that will keep the institution competitive.  Right 
now, he does not know.  Professor Cohen suggested the libraries be brought to the table to talk about their 
archival role in research data.  That would make the University more competitive in research grants.  
Because they are preparing a plan, they can link with the libraries, information technology, and so on, Dr. 
Mulcahy said.   
 
 It is daunting to think about goals in six years for the entire University, Professor Argenta 
commented, but it must be remembered that a lot of equipment currently in place is fine.  The idea of 
having a plan is a good one and the idea of a portfolio makes sense.  In the course of the inventory of the 
research infrastructure, Dr. Mulcahy said, they learned that there is much there that no one had any idea 
existed, and some units say that their infrastructure is fine.  It might also make sense, Professor Argenta 
added, if the University approaches the state, to say that $20 million will accomplish this, $40 million will 
accomplish this, and so on.  Dr. Mulcahy agreed and said that it is also possible to make the case that the 
University has already invested $X million in an area, but that if it does not invest more, the whole 
investment may become worthless (or close to it).  Dr. Lawrenz said that Professor Argenta is right; in 
their inventory, about half of the units said their infrastructure was fine. 
 
 Professor Bearinger said that one of the recurring themes that has arisen at these meetings is the 
need for support for postdocs.  Is that part of the consideration?  There is a relative lack of support for 
them, which makes it difficult to compete in some areas.  It is, Dr. Mulcahy said, and they heard this point 
raised at the listening sessions.  Along with the need for skilled and continuing professional support.  
There was also talk about sharing support services.   
 



Senate Research Committee 
Monday, November 10, 2008 
 
 

7

 Another issue that bubbled up, Dr. Mulcahy related, is the critical need, in this funding 
environment, for effective bridge funding support for PIs.  Given the numbers, eventually everyone will 
run into a gap in funding, and it will be a challenge to retain key faculty and staff.  The idea is to provide 
support for competitive programs, not those that are not viable.  This is key piece of the research 
infrastructure:  a support mechanism for PIs during funding gaps.  There is an interesting range of things 
people view as research infrastructure, Dr. Mulcahy commented, things that they would not have thought 
of, and some elements could be more important than what they originally thought.  Professor Hays 
agreed, and said that for bridge funding, PIs have a track record that can be evaluated in making a 
decision about where to provide it.  Dr. Mulcahy agreed that any mechanism would need peer review. 
 
 Professor Hays reflected that discussion of infrastructure, and what to fund, is complicated.  
Where this University stands, and what niches exist where it can grow or compete, can be hard to 
identify.  It might useful to assemble groups of people with expertise in areas to evaluate the University's 
position vis-à-vis other universities.  Dr. Mulcahy agreed except for the part about vis-à-vis other 
universities.  Departments and college may know that about themselves, and he has a research advisory 
group to advise on key issues such as this.   
 

Dr. Mulcahy went on to say that he did not believe a needs assessment would set the direction for 
University research; much of that has been done through strategic positioning and college plans.  They 
hope that this effort will inform the institution about gaps in the path to competitiveness in identified 
areas.  To change the strategic direction would require a lot more consultation with the faculty.  This plan 
is intended to support decisions made and should not be the tail wagging the dog.  It is one tile in a 
complex mosaic, it does not determine direction.  But when colleges said identify an emerging area in 
which they intend to hire faculty, that raises in his mind the question of whether the University has the 
infrastructure to support them.  If the colleges do not raise the issue, the support is left to ad hoc 
decisions. 
 
 Having a budget is extremely important, Dr. Paller said, but they had not anticipated the 
importance of cryo-electron microscopy; it did not regularly come up in discussions, so then the 
University had to play catch-up.  It was impossible to prospectively plan for that possibility.  He said he 
told a group of faculty in the Academic Health Center that he did not want to face that situation again, 
which required finding millions of dollars immediately.  The best prospective planning can't figure out 
those developments.  Dr. Mulcahy agreed that cryo-electron microscopy is a big issue, but the big issue is 
where to put the equipment to maximize its use, not whether the University would obtain it.   
 
 Vice President Mulcahy made one other point.  Many times major funding decisions are made at 
a local level without considering others in similar spaces, so there is a lot to be gained from an 
institutional perspective. 
 
 Professor Dahlberg thanked Drs. Lawrenz and Mulcahy and Ms. Sundermeyer for the report and 
adjourned the meeting at 3:50. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


