
Minutes* 
 

Senate Research Committee 
Monday, March 2, 2009 

2:15 - 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Dan Dahlberg (chair), Peter Argenta, Arlene Carney, Jerry Cohen, Tricia Conway, James 

Cotter, Leslie Delserone, Don Dengel, Genevieve Escure, Tom Hayes, Michelle Lamere, 
Frances Lawrenz, Jennifer Linde, Timothy Mulcahy, Mark Paller, Federico Ponce de 
Leon, George Trachte, Jean Witson, Lynn Zentner 

 
Absent: Melissa Anderson, Linda Bearinger, Robin Dittman, Steven Ruggles, Andrew Van de 

Ven, Karen Williams 
 
Guests:  Dean Deborah Powell (Medical School) 
 
Other: none 
 
[In these minutes: (1) conflict of interest; (2) survey of department chairs; (3) Graduate School issues] 
 
 
1. Conflict of Interest 
 
 Professor Dahlberg convened the meeting at 2:15 and welcomed Dean Deborah Powell from the 
Medical School to discuss the conflict-of-interest (COI) policy that the Medical School has developed. 
 
 Dean Powell began by saying that she would explain what the Medical School has done and that 
Ms. Zentner would explain what has been going on at the University level.  She noted that there has been 
a lot of concern around the country about payments to medical school faculty from pharmaceutical and 
medical-device companies.  Most of the payments are legitimate but there has been a lot of publicity 
about them, along with a concern about the intrusion of industry into hospital and clinical sites where 
company representatives talk about products and procedures.  Because they are training medical students, 
they are concerned about the impact of these intrusions on the educational environment.   
 
 A number of medical schools have developed COI polices that have been widely publicized 
and the University of Minnesota has existing policies as well.  The Association of American Medical 
Colleges has developed a set of COI guidelines.   (The AAMC represents all the US and Canadian 
allopathic medical schools and the US teaching hospitals; it administers the MCAT and runs the 
application programs for US medical schools and US medical residencies).  Because of recent events 
(e.g., the interest of Senator Grassley in the issue, local press attention to it), she decided it was time for 
the Medical School think comprehensively about COI for faculty and students.   
 
 In October, 2007, she charged a large committee, with representatives from both campuses (Twin 
Cities and Duluth), faculty and students, the Academic Health Center attorney, and industry, to develop 
COI guidelines for faculty.  The committee was co-chaired by two faculty members who were chosen 
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carefully and specifically for the role after consultation with a number of people at the University.  The 
committee broke into three groups to deal with education, clinical practice, and research, and made its 
report and recommendations to her in August, 2008.  The report was circulated to department heads, 
faculty, and students, and she consulted widely about the recommendations.  An unknown someone also 
released the report to the media.  After hundreds of comments from faculty, students, and industry, she 
decided to make the report more reflective of the majority of the comments from faculty and students.  A 
two-page summary guidelines document was created. 
 
 At the same time, Dean Powell told the Committee, Senior Vice President Cerra convened a 
committee that he and Ms. Zentner co-chair.  The Dean had previously informed the school’s committee 
that the Medical School could not have its own COI policy, but that it needed to be part of an institutional 
policy. 
 
 Dean Powell said she reviewed the hundreds of comments (some submitted by entire 
departments), some of which were diametrically opposed to others (e.g., the proposed policy was too 
strict, the proposed policy was too lenient).   Some recommendations were not controversial while others 
were very contentious (e.g., (1) there should be no industry funding for continuing medical education 
activities in the future and it should be phased out over five years, versus the fact that there are no other 
funds for these activities and the Medical School should follow ACGME guidelines; (2) no one funded by 
an industry grant will be authorized to get informed consent from patients and must use patient advocates, 
versus some faculty stating they would not be able to do research with that condition, and industry 
representatives stating they could not support research with that restriction).  (ACGME is the 
Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education, which is the group that accredits official 
residency programs in the US.) 

 
The short guidelines document and the committee report were forwarded to the committee co-

chaired by Dr. Cerra and Ms. Zentner to indicate what would be acceptable to the Medical School. 
 
This is a big problem for the Medical School, Dean Powell summarized, because it is so visible.  

The process took a long time and it will not please some faculty, but the majority will find it acceptable.  
Almost everyone enthusiastically endorsed creating a website with information about relationships with 
industry and setting the REPA threshold much lower ($500 rather than $10,000).  They have received an 
undue amount of scrutiny, Dean Powell concluded, but the process was open and fair. 
 

Ms. Zentner next reported on the work of the University committee convened to further address 
what standards the University ought to consider and develop to govern its relationships with industry. The  
members of the committee are Senior Vice President Cerra, Vice President Mulcahy, Dean Powell, Patty 
Mulcahy, Mark Paller, Keith Dunder, Mary Koppel, Tom McSteen (UMP), George Chresand (General 
Counsel for Fairview), and Denis Clohisy..  The Committee is in the process of reviewing the Medical 
School Recommendations, the Task Force Report of August 2008, the policies of other institutions of 
higher education that the Institute on Medicine as a Profession has identified as "best practices," a policy 
developed by University of Minnesota Physicians (UMP), as well as the standards developed by the 
professional associations for the device and pharmaceutical industries.  The committee intends to develop 
a recommended set of standards by late spring, at which time Ms. Zentner would like the opportunity to 
meet with several Senate committees to talk about them in more detail. 
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Some standards are specific to the Medical School while others are more generic.  There needs to 
be a discussion of what should be University-wide and whether there should be one policy with specific 
provisions for some units and colleges. 

 
Ms. Zentner reported that the University’s Conflict of Interest Program has recently been 

reviewed by two faculty members from other institutions who have particular expertise in conflict-of-
interest issues.   The reviewers strongly recommended that there be University-wide application of 
whatever standards the University ultimately develops to govern relationships with industry in order to 
protect the integrity of all of the work that is done here in teaching, research, and community outreach 
activities.     

  
Is a COI policy to protect the University, faculty, patients, or industry, Professor Cohen asked?  If 

the faculty must make the judgment about patients, the question of COI has been delegated to one element 
of the equation to determine if something reaches a level of conflict, rather than having the University or 
a disinterested individual make the judgment.  If that is the case, they should specify that COI is only to 
protect the faculty member involved.  It is to protect all entities, Ms. Zentner replied—the University, 
individual faculty, human subjects.  It is the objective of the Conflict of Interest Program to manage 
identified conflicts of interest to protect a faculty member from having the integrity of his or her teaching 
and/or research called into question because of an external financial relationship. 

  
Dean Powell said that the phrase "conflict of commitment" is often used, and the point is to 

protect the interests of a number of parties.  They really want transparency in the relationships between 
the University, faculty members, and industry—with the understanding that there must be relationships 
with industry because they are essential to research and clinical practice.  But they must be transparent. 
 
 The report is not her document, she told the Committee, it is the Medical School's.  Many faculty 
say they know patients best and can present consent issues fairly.  It is a very challenging situation with 
no right answers.  Everything is a matter of judgment, and the situations present complex issues to 
faculty, students, patients, and the public.  Professor Cohen contended that the model puts the die back in 
the place where it is most difficult to decide—in the hands of the faculty.  There are a lot of different 
opinions about that, Dean Powell said.  She has many colleagues who deal with the situation well, and 
perhaps there are some who would not.  She has been asked if the University would avoid all trouble if it 
enacts the recommendations; the answer obviously is "no," and people have to make the best judgments 
they can. 
 
 What are the consequences if one knowingly violates the COI policy, Professor Dahlberg asked?  
That is a serious issue the University must address, Dean Powell said.  There must be consequences, and 
that is something that no one school should decide.  Ms. Zentner noted that there is a hierarchy of 
consequences in University policy, including termination.  In her experience, individuals work 
cooperatively when a potential conflict is identified and put together a management plan.  Faculty 
members are not "caught," she said, they disclose potential conflicts of interest through the REPA process 
and in other ways, and they work with the Conflict of Interest Review Committees to develop appropriate 
management plans.  Some faculty are not happy with the management plan, and see it as too restrictive, 
but she has only encountered one case during her employment here where someone violated the 
management plan. 
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 Professor Hayes noted that Ohio State encourages faculty-industry cooperation, with state 
funding.  When does state promotion come into play?  Is the University to take all the risk?  The federal 
government also encourages such cooperation in its policies regarding commercialization of technology, 
Ms. Zentner said, and noted that, on the one hand, NIH encourages institutions of higher education to 
commercialize the technology by its faculty and other employees.  On the other hand, they are aware that 
NIH is in the process of revising its own current conflict-of-interest rules, which will apply to institutions 
of higher education that are recipients of NIH funds, and they anticipate that the new rules will be more 
restrictive going forward.  The Conflict of Interest Program and the Office of Technology 
Commercialization are currently coordinating their efforts so that they jointly address the conflict-of-
interest issues that arise in the technology-commercialization process early on and avoid giving mixed 
messages to faculty. Commercialization gives rise to conflicts and they want faculty to know that ahead 
of time. 
 
 Professor Argenta said, apropos Professor Dahlberg's concern about who gets caught and what 
happens, that major problems with COI is a rare event.  There is no incentive for faulty to falsify studies 
or approach patients incorrectly; even without moral and ethical standards, there is intrinsic interest in 
doing research right.  One sees articles about COI in the news but it is not really that frequent.  Professor 
Dahlberg responded that one reads about it in the news frequently.  The perception is that the people who 
violate COI rules come out unscathed while those who are behind are given "special status."   
 
 Professor Cohen disagreed with Professor Argenta.  He said he teaches ethics and points out that 
there is pressure brought to bear on people to act contrary to their own values all the time.  COI policy 
sets the bar for determining when there has been a true violation and the rules are responsible to help 
decide if the matter is "petty theft or grand larceny."  Thus COI happens all the time, just not at the level 
that rises to the level set in policy.  There are a lot of conflicts but most do not rise to the level that it 
prevents good things from getting done.  Professor Argenta said he was not advocating abandoning the 
COI policy, he was only making the point that COI is low probability; there have been "zillions" of 
studies conducted at the University and few have involved COI.   
 
 Vice President Mulcahy said he has heard these arguments through the years and agreed with 
Professor Argenta that the probability of an egregious event is low.  He also agreed with Professor Cohen, 
however, that there are influences on scholarship even when those doing it do not believe there are.  "COI 
exists when an independent observer can reasonably believe something you report can result in gain to 
you."  COI policy exists to ensure a skeptical public; what researchers must deal with is not what they 
think but what the public thinks about what the researchers publish.  The University or researchers do not 
decide what COI is, it is the independent reasonable person.   
 
 Professor Dahlberg said he would like to believe that there is also a moral obligation, beyond 
what the public on the street might think.  Dr. Mulcahy agreed but said that alone is not sufficient for the 
"sniff test" that the research must pass.  Ms. Zentner noted that it is not one person who decides.  A 
committee process is used to determine whether a conflict of interest exists and, if it does, whether it 
should be eliminated or, if can be managed, what the elements of a management plan should be.  Dean 
Powell agreed and said that the strength of the system is in the review and decision by a committee of 
peers, not by a single administrator, on the right thing to do. 
 
 Professor Dahlberg thanked Dean Powell and Ms. Zentner for their presentation. 
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2. Survey of Department Chairs 
 
 Professor Dahlberg distributed copies of the results of the survey of department chairs/heads 
about the importance of various factors in enhancing the research mission of the University.  About one-
third of the academic departments at the University responded to the survey.  In terms of what it will take 
to move departments up in the rankings, the short summary is that no one has enough.  He recalled that 
the Committee had sessions last year with deans, with support unit heads, and so on, to talk about their 
needs.   
 
 Professor Dahlberg noted that in the case of his discipline (Physics), there is a high correlation 
between the academic ranking of a department and the size of the faculty in that department.  A larger 
department has more faculty who will produce more research each year, which in turn will gain notice for 
that department.  Of the 55 department chairs who responded, 35 said they needed a larger faculty 
because they are competing with much larger departments.  They are also saying that the research 
infrastructure is not the limiting factor in allowing them to move up; it is the lack of faculty that is doing 
so.  It may be that current faculty could do more if they had adequate infrastructure support; Professor 
Dahlberg noted that that issue does come up in the results:  the responses indicate that in terms of 
infrastructure, lab space is the most-frequently-mentioned item.   
 
 Dr. Paller suggested separating departments by college or in some other way; the needs of an 
experimental physicist could be quite different from those of a theoretical physicist.  Lumping them all 
together could mean missing important information because departments vary so much in their needs.   
 
 One surprise was that the single biggest problem for departments that lost faculty to other 
institutions was spousal hires (six departments mentioned this).  Dr. Carney observed that this is an 
important issue if one is Department A that wants to hire a faculty star—and believes that Department B 
should be as enthusiastic about hiring that person's spouse.  But Department B may have its own 
priorities, which do include hiring that spouse.  This is a very complex issue that involves units with 
different priorities.  She surmised that there would be unpleasantries if the central administration told a 
department it had to hire a spouse.  Sometimes the spouse is the best one can get in a field; in other cases, 
Professor Cohen commented, the spouse may be inferior to candidates the department could recruit.  The 
University needs to make a decision on how good is good.  Professor Escure asked about the number of 
faculty not hired as a result of this problem; Dr. Carney said she did not know because departments are 
not required to report that information to her, and she often learns about something after the fact.  She 
noted that Vice President Barceló's office has spousal-hiring funds, although if anyone has questions they 
can contact her (Dr. Carney) and she will be sure the individual receives an answer from the appropriate 
office.   
 
 Ms. Chesley inquired if Dr. Dahlberg had any idea of the bias that may exist in the results 
because only about one-third of the departments responded.  He said he did not. 
 
 In response to questions from Ms. Conway and Ms. Witson, Professor Dahlberg said he would 
summarize the results of the survey and the Committee's view and the conclusions one can draw and 
provide them to the President and the Provost.   
 
 Professor Hays said that he believed that the heads and chairs do want to hire more faculty, 
especially for interdisciplinary research, but in the absence of funding for new faculty, there are other 
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mechanisms to address the problems (that also cost money).  Faculty can be encouraged to look outside 
their own departments and colleges to get an influx of research talent and vigor without hiring new 
faculty.  The University doesn't seem to do a good job of developing mechanisms for continuing 
interaction.   
 
 Professor Dahlberg recalled that there was an excellent proposal for a searchable faculty-expertise 
database.  That is in her portfolio, Dr. Carney reported.  There was an ad hoc Senate subcommittee report 
that the Faculty Senate endorsed; she now has a group—that includes faculty--looking at what products 
are available that are compatible with existing University systems.  They do not want the colleges to 
spend money to develop their own databases and want to look at what a comprehensive system can offer.  
There is also a user group in the CIC that will be of help.  The proposal is moving forward.  She said she 
would report back to the Committee later. 
 
3. Graduate School Issues 
 
 Professor Dahlberg distributed copies of a list of Graduate School functions and offices and asked 
for opinions about which have an effect on research.  The Committee should have a discussion with 
whomever is responsible for activities related to research.  The Committee identified four offices from 
which it wished to hear.   
 
 Professor Dahlberg then commented that with the potential consolidation of responsibility in the 
Provost's office, there will be fewer people to whom one can appeal for help.  A benevolent dictator is the 
best form of government, he has been told, but the faculty has had no say about the choice of the dictator.  
There will now be one less body to provide flexibility and control of support for the faculty.   
 
 Professor Cohen said there are elements of what the Graduate School does that demand a broader 
view (e.g., requirements to establish a new graduate program, where the local view can conflict with 
campus needs, and there is a danger that decentralization will lead to proposals being driven by local 
interests).  The Graduate School can improve programs, and concerns may not be addressed with the 
change.  The Graduate School offered a general, neutral review for the system, something that may be 
absent in the new structure.  It also helped smaller programs work across administrative barriers. 
 
 Professor Argenta said the Committee is advisory but should rely on science:  what are the 
benchmarks that will be used to decide if the change has benefitted the University?  The Committee 
should ask for those standards.  If there is a benefit to decentralization, they should be measureable in 
staff, dollars, publications, and so on.  The Committee can reasonably expect there will be improvements, 
which one assumes is the reason for the change.  Professor Dahlberg said he was concerned about using 
dollars as a measure:  the University can let staff go, from the Graduate School, and pass the jobs down to 
departments as unfunded mandates.  The straight dollar argument is a tough argument to win.   
 
 Dean Ponce de Leon asked if everyone understood how the Graduate School is financed under 
the budget model.  He said that it was his understanding that academic units (colleges) contribute a 
significant proportion of Graduate School budget funds (over 50%) through the cost-pools assessment.  
That in turn is used to support graduate programs through block grants and graduate students through 
competitive fellowships.  In this manner the Graduate School accomplishes the University's graduate 
mission, independent of the interests of individual colleges.  What he is sensing, he said, is that where the 
money comes from, where it is going, and what will be supported are important issues.  Unless one 
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understands how the budget is managed, it will be difficult to form opinions and/or weigh in one way or 
another about the suggested changes.  Professor Cohen, however, suggested not following the dollars and 
said that instead the Committee should look at the potential for change in the research environment. 
 
 Professor Dahlberg thanked everyone for their comments and adjourned the meeting at 3:50. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


