
System Optimization Working Group 
Recommendations 

Introduction 
With the anticipated launch of the Maroon, Gold & Bold Strategic Plan, we enter a new, 
visionary era in the history of the University of Minnesota, significant operational changes are 
needed to ensure success. The following recommendations clear structural, policy, 
procedural, and financial barriers, ultimately shifting and strengthening the University’s 
culture. Recurring financial resources will be necessary to support and advance these 
recommendations.  
 
Campus Distinctiveness as a Critical Element of Systemness 
The recommendations of the System Optimization Working Group call for select tailoring of 
policies and processes that honor the collective University of Minnesota system, while also 
leveraging the distinctiveness of individual campuses, as a key component of the system's 
strength. “Optimizing the system” is not to be equated with “centralizing for transactional 
efficiency.”  Each campus anticipates refining and amplifying their unique identity as we 
advance toward a future in which we are stronger together, united in purpose and aspiration 
— and distinct in valued contribution. Discerning this balance will require ongoing, direct 
conversation to generate a clear, shared understanding. 
 
Student Experience Enhancement 
The Working Group is prioritizing the student experience as the first phase of this process, 
noting that the System Optimization objective reads as follows:  

Identify possibilities for curricular coherence, operational efficiency, and 
transformational cooperative initiatives across the University of Minnesota system to 
enhance the student experience regardless of a student's home campus, while 
recognizing and respecting the distinctiveness of each campus. That enhancement may 
be made possible by the removal of barriers as well as new, shared ventures. The work 
should focus on recognizing the value the University of Minnesota provides –not only to 
students, faculty, and staff–but stakeholders, including the state and business and 
industry partners.  

Recommendations  
PHASE ONE 

Priority One: Set up a structure to ensure collective action is feasible. 
Target Completion Date: Summer 2025  
Rationale: The University of Minnesota does not have a system office to advance or support 
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coordinated work. Without that system office, policies and procedures designed for and by 
specific units are currently serving as impediments to system optimization. This recommended 
structure creates an ongoing mechanism for collaborative action and coordinated 
problem-solving without adding the expense of a dedicated system office; however, human and 
financial resources will be needed to support this new structure and to advance these 
recommendations. 

●​ Establish a “System Collaborative” group of existing roles with systemwide 
responsibilities that convenes regularly, facilitated by the vice president for strategic 
initiatives (VPSI). This group will include the roles of all members of the System 
Optimization Working Group, as well as the provost or a role-appropriate designee, 
the dean of Extension, and other roles relevant for specific recommendations. 
Members may be added from time-to-time as needed for specific projects or 
recommendations. Suggest this be launched in August 2025. 

●​ Charge the group to advance the recommendations, providing operational authority 
and adequate resources to the VPSI to facilitate this group’s work (e.g., staff support 
for scheduling, project management tracking, etc.). The group will be expected to 
establish an ongoing mechanism to collect and address additional barriers to system 
optimization, with goal evolution and expansion to be anticipated..  

●​ Within the System Collaborative, establish “Rapid Innovation Teams” to advance 
specific recommendations (below), noting that with some recommendations, select 
roles not on the System Collaborative will be critical to include, given their 
responsibilities or relevant expertise. Role-appropriate leaders or co-leaders will be 
identified for each of these teams. For each recommendation, implementation 
expenses will need to be identified.  

●​ Create a new System Investment fund to support system-wide initiatives aligned with 
the University’s forthcoming Maroon, Gold & Bold Strategic Plan and the System 
Optimization Priority Recommendations. Enact mechanisms for prioritization of 
aligned expenditures, to be determined by the President and CFO.  

 
Priority Two: Ensure students can transfer easily within the University of Minnesota. 
Target Completion Date: June 2026 
Rapid Innovation Team for each action-bundle below, to include select members of the 
provost’s office and academic vice chancellors from each Greater Minnesota campus, as 
well as action-specific staff (e.g., graduate school, OIT, etc.). 
Rationale: At present, significant barriers exist to transfer within the University of Minnesota. 
Removing those barriers will enable program development that provides distinct advantages to 
all University of Minnesota students; such as: innovative, multidisciplinary, multi-campus, 
theme-based degrees and credentials; guaranteed admission to graduate and professional 
programs if specific criteria are met; an abundance of 4+1 and 3+2 undergraduate to graduate 
pathways that shorten the total time and cost to career launch; multi-campus experiential 
learning opportunities (e.g., Morris student in Rochester for pre-med internship); clear and 
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strong recruitment marketing of graduate and professional programs to all undergraduate 
students; and more. 
 
First Set of Imperatives  
Completion of these actions is required before subsequent recommendations can be 
implemented.  

1.​ A common academic calendar across all campuses, to include both a fall and spring 
break. 

2.​ Table of equivalencies for courses from all campuses, with a user-friendly interface. 
3.​ General education (core/liberal ed required courses) accepted as a package for 

students transferring from one campus within the University to another, rather than 
being evaluated course-by-course (noting that such an agreement exists for 
students transferring between the University and any MN State campus). 

4.​ Enhanced “schedule-builder” to include online coursework options from any 
campus, with coordinated, clear communication to enhance awareness of 
transferability. 

5.​ Revision and promotion of multi-institution (Multi-I) procedures. 
6.​ After 1-5 are completed, intentional, coordinated, and clear marketing 

communication about ease of enrolling in courses on multiple campuses and 
transferring among campuses. 

 
Additional Operational Changes to Support the Student Experience 

7.​ Removal of campus-specific email domains (e.g., @d.umn.edu). 
8.​ Encourage all campuses and units to set criteria (for example, general education 

requirements completed and a specific GPA in select courses) that would be 
changed infrequently for streamlined transfer from other UMN campuses. 

9.​ Assessment of student services to determine how select service-sharing could 
create a system ready for multi-institution programs and increase transfer across 
campuses and programs (e.g, shared conduct records, short-term housing options 
coordinated centrally, shared career services for industry-specific pathways – 
medical, etc.).  

 
When 1-9 (above) are accomplished, launch coordinated program development aligned 
with Maroon, Gold & Bold Strategic Plan such as:  

●​ Competitive proposal process to fund multi-campus, theme-based, experiential 
program development aligned with the Maroon, Gold & Bold aspirations. 

●​ All-University convening to strategically design undergraduate-to-graduate pathway 
programs. 

●​ Coordinated graduate and professional recruitment and admissions processes and 
communication to all University of Minnesota undergraduates.  
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Priority Three: Enhance a culture of “one University” with strategic communication.  
Target Completion Date: August 2026 
Rapid Innovation Team to include OIT, OHR, and University Marketing Communications.  
Rationale:  In this era of consolidation among some higher education institutions, creating and 
marketing an optimized system will contribute toward extending the University’s mission and 
achieving strategic objectives, expressing leadership through collective action. At present, the 
terms “University of Minnesota” and “The U” are understood to mean the Twin Cities campus. As 
the system is optimized and the Maroon, Gold & Bold Strategic Plan is advanced, internal and 
external awareness of all elements of the University holds the potential to further engagement 
in the mission, vision and strategy of the entire University and strengthen our reputation in the 
state, across the country, and across the world (e.g, St. Paul campus distinctiveness, “Greater 
Minnesota” campuses, Extension, The Hormel Institute, research centers not located in the 
metro region, etc.). 
 
Actions needed: 

●​ Socialize and reinforce the term “University” as a reference to the entire system; that 
is, all campuses, colleges, units, research centers, including The Hormel Institute, 
and Extension, to move away from the terminology “systemwide” and “systemness.” 

●​ Refine and amplify the unique identity and contribution of each campus to the 
coordinated system with clear and consistent marketing, beginning with internal 
marketing to impact awareness and contribute to shifting culture and furthering 
engagement in the mission and strategy of the University.  

●​ Establish a home for University-wide student communication to ensure Priority Two 
changes are clearly and appropriately communicated to specific student groups (e.g., 
all undergraduates).  

●​ Develop a comprehensive inventory of roles/employees with University-wide 
responsibilities. (e.g., position description could include a consistent indicator of 
University-wide responsibilities). 

●​ Development of a strong onboarding for all faculty and staff, explaining the land 
grant mission, systems structures and resources in place to ensure our continued 
commitment as a land grant and public-serving institution. 

●​ Design and implement a University AI chatbot to assist employees in navigating the 
entire University, identifying the people and processes needed for cooperative 
ventures. 

●​ Design a University-wide component to onboarding and annual training, including 
the strategy, campus, college and unit histories, distinct campus identities and 
valued contributions, expectations, processes, communication mechanisms, etc.  

●​ Inventory and analyze opportunities for shared memberships and contracts across all 
units, to determine which should be separate and which should be shared to save 
money. 
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●​ Establish a one-University alumni relations/association structure, communication 
flow while sustaining campus-specific alumni networks.  

 

PHASE TWO 

Priority One: Strategically enhance University-wide research in select areas aligned with the 
Maroon, Gold & Bold Strategic Plan.  
Target Completion Date: June 2027 
Rapid Innovation Team to include academic vice chancellors and select faculty. 
Rationale: The University of Minnesota is currently branded “Driven to Discover” and 
strategically shares stories of research impact as a critical element of our value proposition. 
While federal funding for research may be limited in the near future, the Maroon, Gold & Bold 
Strategic Plan and any related new branding are anticipated to retain the centrality of research 
as critical to how the University contributes to the common good and is distinguished from the 
Minnesota State system. Further, undergraduate research opportunities differentiate the 
University from Minnesota’s other higher education system. Focusing University funding on 
select problems and engaging faculty from across the University in that work, could enhance 
not only systemness but also impact. Any such coordinated work will need to address the 
current environment in which faculty affiliated with varied University of Minnesota campuses 
and institutes have differing expectations regarding their research productivity and resources. 
Importantly, while faculty will of course maintain academic freedom regarding their research 
focus, an optimized University of Minnesota will seed projects that advance institutional 
priorities identified in its Maroon, Gold & Bold Strategic Plan (e.g., healthy planet and people).  
​
Actions needed: 

●​ Establish research priorities via Maroon, Gold & Bold Strategic Plan, with related 
research collaboratives across the system (e.g., sustainability, Data Sciences and AI, 
healthy Minnesota, etc.). 

●​ Market the University of Minnesota as distinct, given the undergraduate research 
opportunities here. 

●​ Offer teaching opportunities on Greater MN campuses to UMTC, Hormel Institute, 
and other researchers and post-docs. 

●​ Consider, based on assets and expertise, Greater MN campuses when a new 
University-wide research center or institute is developed, taking into consideration 
the distinct identity, valued contribution, and location of that campus with an 
intention to increase the number of centers located outside of the metro region. 

●​ Ensure all research centers and institutes are open to all faculty across the University, 
with processes that prioritize inclusion of faculty on multiple campuses and support 
fluidity of location (e.g., short-term housing). 
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Priority Two: Pursue strategic coordination with Alumni Relations, Extension, the Foundation 
and the Minnesota State System. 
Target Completion Date: June 2027 
Rapid Innovation Teams to include Alumni Relations, U of MN Extension, U of MN 
Foundation and MN State system office leadership. 
Rationale:  Partnerships with these organizations leverage resources, extend reach and 
develop stronger political alliances. 
  
Specific Strategies and Recommendations for each organization include: 
  
Alumni Relations 

●​ Identify, convene and charge working group(s) to inventory areas where the alumni 
associations are working together.  

●​ Identify and act on opportunities for deeper collaboration and 
enhanced/strengthened working relationships.  

●​ Develop a model for a united approach to alumni relations and engagement. 
●​ A more complete report with specifics is found in Appendix ??·   ​  

 
U of MN Extension  

●​ Coordinate select-high priority pathways for 9-12 students involved in 4-H, 
Community Food and Agriculture Resource (CFAAR), and other programs across the 
campuses. 

●​ Assessment of current faculty Extension appointments and look for opportunities for 
expansion of appointments in high-need areas. 

●​ Continued strong coordination between the Office of Public Engagement and 
Extension and Outreach programs across the system. 

●​ Consider changing the reporting structure from a dean-level to a vice 
presidential-level position. 

  
U of MN Foundation 

●​ Assess the potential for select, University-wide philanthropic endeavors related to 
the student experience and aligned with the new campaign. 

●​ Consider further leveraging the connections between the Alumni Association and 
Foundation endeavors.  

  
Minnesota State System  

●​ Develop a comprehensive inventory and review strategies currently working for 
further development and enhancement. 

●​ Design and implement a strategy for optimal coordination with MN State beyond the 
required legislative report in the appendix documents.  

●​ Potentially include a statewide campaign to increase the number of Minnesota high 
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school graduates who attend college in the state in cooperation with the Office of 
Higher Education.  
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