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Burrack, Lisa Johnston 
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Chair Michael Kyba welcomed the committee and the members introduced themselves. 

 

1. Strategic Plan for Research - Kyba introduced Brian Herman, vice president for research, 

OVPR, to provide an update on the Strategic Plan for Research. Herman began by providing an 

overview of the strategic plan, which was implemented in 2014 as a system-wide plan for 

research at the University. Focus groups were held with 65 stakeholder groups, both internal and 

external, with over 4,000 individuals participating. From these focus groups, a vision statement 

was created, and four areas of focus were identified for the five-year plan: 

● Enhance research excellence by investing in research infrastructure and faculty and 

educating students for the industries of tomorrow. 

● Advance transdisciplinary partnerships by encouraging collaboration between researchers 

and among disciplines to derive new concepts and approaches and enable new ways of 

understanding. 

● Accelerate transfer of knowledge for the public good by creating opportunities for public-

private partnerships that move information out of the ivory tower and into the community 

where it can do the most good. 

● Promote a culture of serendipity where researchers can come together across 

departments, colleges, and disciplines to think creatively and cultivate new ideas. 

In each of these areas, Herman said, the OVPR, academic partners, and the institution have made 
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significant strides. Since implementation began, several promising new partnerships, 

collaborations, and initiatives have begun to yield results. A few examples of progress in these 

areas: 

● In the area of enhancing research excellence, MnDrive has increased funding and 

commercialization opportunities, the Core Research Infrastructure Accountability 

Committee (CRIAC) has reduced the duplication of purchases and assisted with core 

facility strategic planning, some facilities have been expanded, and faculty administrative 

burden has been reduced through IRB Renew and eProtocol. 

● In the area of advancing transdisciplinary partnerships, MnDrive transdisciplinary 

projects currently have an ROI of $2.35 (which may increase), funding and shared 

resources have been provided via MnDrive Transdisciplinary Projects and Minnesota 

Futures to implement partnerships, the prominence of international research has been 

increased through the International Visitor Fellowship Program, and public-private 

partnerships have been reengineered through the UED greater Minnesota economic 

development strategy, the Corporate Engagement Workgroup (CEW), Minnesota 

Innovation Partnerships, and External Stakeholder Engagement Partnerships. 

● In the area of accelerating knowledge transfer for the public good, economic 

development and external engagement have been expanded via MnDrive and the 

MnDrive expansion proposal, external stakeholder engagement partnerships, and UMN-

IT Now. University research discoveries are being showcased through Innovation 

Awards and the Inquiry blog and newsletter. Entrepreneurship has been emphasized and 

promoted through MN-REACH, MIN-Corps, the Economic Development Fellows 

Consulting Program, and startup companies. 

● In the area of enhancing research excellence, seven successful Convergence Colloquia 

were held on smart cities and infrastructure, aging, health equity, renewable energy, 

sustainable food systems, water supply, and citizen science. Experiential research and 

learning opportunities among diverse disciplines was increased through MIN-Corps, MN-

REACH, Minnesota Futures grants, and Serendipity grants.  

 

Kyba asked about the amount of funds invested over the past three years, if there were problems 

sustaining that type of investment, and where the funds for these investments came from. 

Herman replied that $900-$910 million is invested in the Twin Cities, and a total of $950 million 

is invested system-wide; 55-60% of these funds come from government agencies (though there is 

concern with federal funding moving forward), and other funds come from collaborations with 

industry and other universities. Currently, he said, 32-33% of the funds invested in research are 

from the University directly, with an increase of about 5-6% per year, and this may not be 

sustainable. Faculty at the University are generally less competitive for extramural funds than 

those at peer institutions, he added, and if the University removed its large investment, the 

institution would lower in the ranking of research universities. 

Vladas Griskevicius asked Herman to reflect on the big picture, and asked what the largest 

concerns surrounding research were from the last 20-30 years. Herman responded that the 

University partnering with industry is an opportunity that should be further explored, since this is 

where the bulk of money for research will be going forward, and federal funding for research is 

not likely to be a high priority for politicians. The University will need to make sure that they are 

on the same page with industry partners regarding the value of work performed, he added, since 

social good is a part of the equation for the University as a land grant institution. Many industries 



have failed at innovation, he said, and so the University has to marry the mission with industry 

needs, and show them the value the University can bring to the table. Additionally, the 

University is a large organization and would benefit from coordination and consolidation, 

moving from a more classical model to a more progressive model. 

Bill Arnold asked what the backup plan is for MnDrive 2.0. Herman replied that MnDrive 1.0 

funds are now invested, and support students and postdocs; if MnDrive 2.0 is not approved by 

the legislature (where a 1.75% increase in operating costs and student success factors was 

requested), the University will need to reassess its plan. If it is not funded, he added, this could 

lead to tuition increases. Some aspects of the request, for example, the greater Minnesota focus 

on cancer care, could appeal to legislators. 

Tucker LeBien asked Herman to expand upon his comment that faculty are not currently as 

competitive for grants as at peer institutions. Herman replied that Claudia Neuhauser looked at 

the most recent NSF strategic plan, and looked at where NSF is funding the most requests; many 

of these areas don’t match up optimally with appropriate University programs. He noted that this 

was less of a factor in NIH grants than in NSF grants, though the success rate for NIH grants has 

gone down as well, the cause unknown. 

Hinh Ly asked what the University could do to further encourage industry partnerships. Herman 

replied that there are several areas that may be effective, for example, “Try it now,” where 

partners have the opportunity to rent intellectual property, or “discovery capital,” where investors 

look at intellectual property that has a 23:1 return on investment. The University should also 

articulate to corporate partners that they understand there needs to be a win/win partnership with 

industry, and the University values their company’s values, he said; if the University simplifies 

processes and transactional complexity, this will also help. 

2. Dual role of postdocs - Kyba introduced Kathy Brown, vice president, Office of Human 

Resources (OHR), and Scott Lanyon, vice provost and dean of graduate education, Graduate 

School. Brown began by providing an overview of how job class is determined, which is not 

determined by OHR, but by the hiring department and college. She explained that job class 9546, 

Postdoctoral Associate, is the job class impacted by the recent FLSA law. The new law requires 

that employees making under $47,476 per year be eligible for overtime pay. Several University 

of Minnesota postdocs fell into this range, and in researching options and costs to the University, 

the decision was made to bring postdoc salaries up to the new salary level and keep them exempt 

from overtime pay. It should be noted, Brown said, that postdocs that are fellows or trainees are 

not considered employees, and are not subject to this new law, though many postdocs move back 

and forth between job classes depending on their funding source. Currently, there are 1,900 

postdoctoral fellows and trainees, and 691 postdoctoral associates.  

Lanyon said that there needs to be some assurance that those in job classifications of fellow or 

trainee are actually being trained; there have been some concerns raised about the lack of 

training opportunities for postdocs. Philip Zelazo asked what a PI’s training obligations were for 

fellows and trainees. Lanyon replied that for postdocs with money coming in from outside 

sources, training is required and tracked for funding purposes, though there is not a requirement 

like this for postdoctoral associates. Kyba said that many PI’s do not see a distinction between 

postdoc job classes; for example, postdocs that move back and forth between being funded by 

fellowships or the University can lose salary and benefits as a result, though the distinction 

between classifications seems arbitrary. Kayba added that the suggested time limit for postdoc 

appointments, three to five years, seems arbitrary. Ken Horstman, senior director, Total 



Compensation, replied that the legal definition of “employee” holds the University to specific 

requirements; benefits in some instances are required by law, and the University may have a 

limited ability to change. Brown added that OHR has no preference for job classification, but 

that the University needs to follow regulations. 

Kyba asked what could be done to make the transitions between postdoc classifications more 

seamless. Zelazo asked if there was the possibility of offering postdoctoral fellows and trainees 

benefits, for example. Brown replied that since fellows and trainees do not pay taxes, there may 

be complications with this, but OHR would look into the health plan regulations and get back to 

the committee with more information. 

Hinh Ly asked if there would be a drop in hiring due to these new pay requirements for postdocs. 

Horstman replied that Total Compensation is able to pull hiring numbers as needed. Lanyon 

interjected that the Graduate School would be tracking this data annually as well. Neuhauser 

added that tracking this data over long time periods will be important to get accurate data. 

Catherine St. Hill said that some PI’s do not have funding to support their current postdocs at the 

new compensation levels, and so they may very well need to release some postdocs from their 

employ. Rojas said that in his role as president of the Postdoctoral Association, he met with 

several deans and associate deans about this issue, and he feels there is a lack of honesty from 

faculty to their deans about their ability to absorb the increased postdoc salaries.  

3. Postdoctoral Association Updates - Kyba introduced Geoffrey Rojas, president, Postdoctoral 

Association (PDA). Rojas began by providing an overview of how the PDA is modifying its 

structure. Currently, Rojas said, there are 800 postdocs in 17 colleges who need a central body 

working for their interests; currently the PDA has six officers, which does not provide enough 

representation. He is proposing that the PDA be comprised of representatives from all colleges, 

with 20 seats; deans, department heads, and PI’s would be asked to encourage their postdocs to 

participate, which could be beneficial for postdoctoral training.  

Kyba said that he thinks the reorganization is a good idea, but wondered if there may be 

difficulty in filling so many seats. Arnold added that there are several different issues affecting 

postdocs, so expectations about how much time they can devote to this should be tempered; for 

example, time spent on PDA work should not be listed as a percent time (10%), because 

postdocs may then not be paid for this time depending on their funding source and its 

requirements. Hinh Ly suggested incentives for PI’s to get their postdocs to participate. 

Hearing no further business, the meeting was adjourned. 
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