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With the addition of new faculty members and research facilities, the research enterprise at Purdue University has expanded significantly in recent years. However, Purdue’s research expenditures in Engineering are still behind many peer institutions. To further build upon the current foundation to achieve a leadership position and produce an impact on the world, an efficient daily operation environment is critical component that will place Purdue in an advantageous position when facing intense competition. Improvement in the business operations will significantly enhance the University’s research productivity. Understanding the situation that the recently expanded research activities at Purdue has stretched the capacity of the business side of the University, the Faculty Affairs Committee in the College of Engineering conducted a survey of the engineering faculty seeking suggestions for improvements in business practices such that the operations are more efficient. Many suggestions have been provided by the engineering faculty.  The suggestions can be roughly categorized into two groups: those seeking improved policies to encourage research activities and those seeking improved efficiency in business operations.  We are reporting the business operation suggestions to you and policy suggestions to Dean Jamieson (with a copy to you). The following is a summary of the suggestions on Business Operations. We understand that some of the issues have long histories, and some are beyond the control of the College of Engineering. Further, some are being addressed (e.g., the College’s new Pre-Award Office). However, we would appreciate it very much if you could provide brief feasibility evaluations to the suggestions.  We understand that not all suggestions are within the area of your supervision. If you could identify proper receivers of certain suggestions, we will forward the suggestions to them.
Accelerated Contracting Process: Faculty members have experienced extended periods when SPS negotiates with industrial sponsors, which can be 5 to 8 months. Such long negotiating processes not only burden the business people on both sides, but also cost precious time that is needed for innovative research and for staying within budget cycles.  We suggest that SPS establish a time limit in negotiating industrial contracts.  Faculty members have found that the timeliness of issue resolution or contract negotiation seems dependent on the person you work with in SPS. It is therefore possible that we can find internal examples of high efficiency. If, however, Purdue’s traditional approaches do not provide a solution, the practice at peer institutions should be examined to revise our own policies.  Efficient negotiation processes can save significant time and resources and, more importantly, make Purdue more competitive.  It is alarming that the slow process of contract negotiation and finalization appears to affect some contracts from government agencies. 
Export Control/NDA Issues: Similar slow responses. There is a dedicated person to work on these issues now, which should help to improve efficiency. ITAR staff members mean well but they should come and work with faculty and grad students to understand the extreme pace and pressure that we are under.  Industry IP issues are handled far too slowly.  We are missing out on working with the true innovators in global growth fields like health care products, energy systems, advanced manufacturing, state-of-the-art consumer electronics, and similar.  Aggressively chasing IP rights is preventing us from actually generating IP worth protecting. 
Promoting Productive Management Style: John Schneider knows how to get a job done right so that professors can commit their time to excel at what Purdue expects them to excel at - original research. Is it possible that we suggest other high-level managers to take a look at his working style? In the College of Engineering, Tonya Yoder is a good example.  How can we promote their positive working styles?
Accurate Account Management: More attention on how the grants are being expended and notification to PI's when the project is about to expire with a remaining balance, and projections should be provided. SPS should invoice the sponsors and close accounts in a timely manner. 
OnePurdue: This centralized system ideally can have features built in that are convenient for faculty members to use.  However, we still would like to see: (1) a warning system for near-end-of-contract; (2) Identifying what charges are for; (3) missing information and errors from the change-over period corrected. There should be a full review of what can be done to make this more efficient for faculty use. There should be accountability of the implemented systems on meeting the needs of the eventual users (Faculty, Staff, or Students). The account balances and expenditures are extremely difficult to see.  
Staff Turn-over: The major areas in the local business offices that can be improved are staff turn-over rate and over extending current staff members. Some business offices are like training camp for all new business staff members at Purdue.  By the time the new member learns the daily business functions, he/she is promoted to somewhere else.  This practice severely affects the efficient function of the business offices.  Researchers who want to be productive have to take the counter-productive step of becoming business office managers themselves.  This cuts into research, proposal writing, teaching, and so on. We need policies that encourage staff members staying in positions for longer periods.  

Central Staff Training Program: New hires to the local business offices should be trained for basic working knowledge and skills before being allowed to conduct daily business.  Business offices should not be training camps for all new business staff members at Purdue who will move up after being trained.

Staff Support: Students have to order things now.  Because it takes 20-30 minutes to order an item, it takes a tremendous amount of time for students and faculty who are doing a substantial amount of experimental work.  These problems exist despite having very good people in the business office who are unable to improve these situations.  It is a system problem.  Business staff members do not cost Purdue significantly.  It is much more cost effective to have more staff members assisting faculty members or even graduate students on routine business such as travel reimbursement or tracking orders. However, a clear policy that regulates efficient operations is still desired.

Business Practices: The following are suggested:

(1) When an order is placed, that information should be emailed back to the orderer so they can follow up to find out the estimated shipping date when needed, and to make sure the order didn't get lost.
(2) It should be easier to get budgets during proposal preparation (College of Engineering’s new Pre-award Center should help this situation).
(3) Business office problems are not caused by the low-paid clerks.  Improvements should come from the guidance of clear policies and upper management. 
(4) Spending decisions of experienced world-leading professors should not be second-guessed by business office.  Business office, HR, purchasing, and all other staff members need to seek to support faculty decision-making.  If the reason for the "can't" is Purdue policy or is federal law, then the required solutions differ tremendously!
(5) Petty discussions with business office staff (ink jet cartidges are permitted on this grant but not that one, software updates for lab instruments are permitted except if not budgeted originally on certain grants, etc.) are nickel-and-diming away faculty time and can be relatively easily improved.
(6) Spreadsheets that have general pay rates for different kinds of folks (staff, research associates, students) at different levels should be available so faculty can plan out grants, pay raises, etc. in an informed way.
(7) There should be policies on buying particular items and lists of common vendors, etc.
(8) Many business office people are hourly - they are not official staff positions – It is difficult to understand the way these people can imagine professional development.  Where is the feedback process for improvement and professional development?  Some experienced faculty members have never been asked for feedback on folks in the business office.  They must get feedback somewhere - but not from the people they are supposed to serve.  This link should be established at Purdue.
(9) There is a lack of follow up on items sent to the business office.  As such, PIs need to continually request the same information repeatedly.  For example, student funding calendar were sent over seven times this semester.  This is not a unique event.  A central office or central response unit would be very helpful. E-forms that are automatically submitted and maintained on line would be wonderful.  This could be automated to reduce workload on the business units.
(10) Business support staff members who are familiar with boiler plate information would be an asset to the faculty.  Other universities have this and they are much more efficient on proposal development (again, CoE’s new pre-award center should help).
(11) Projection information could be provided in ONEPURDUE so that faculty could see where their expenses would be in a month or at the end of the semester would be helpful.
(12) Being able to download current and pending support in a NSF format from ONE PURDUE would be helpful. This would be simple to implement.  This could similarly be done with forms for other items that sponsors want.
Volunteer for Efficiency: Bob Davis of ENE said he has instigated getting efficiency improvement into the CoE Strategic Plan.  He feels it is an imperative given the continued increase in the cost of education while the economy is deflating.  He would be very happy to work with you in this area. Bob’s experience and expertise should be leveraged.
