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very important element in the planning for research infrastructure is the pre-

dictability of infrastructure needs.  Research is a creative activity—doing 

things that have not been done before.  Capturing the needs of those who are 

doing something that has not been done before is a problematic issue, with success 

depending heavily on the nature of the research being done (NSF.  “Academic Research 

Infrastructure Program: Recovery and Reinvestment (ARI-R2); NSF.  FAQs Regarding 

Academic Infrastructure-Recovery and Reinvestment (ARI-R2).  Program Solicitation. 

NSF 009-562 Part1.www.nsf.gov/pubs/2009/nsf0905.1/nsf09051.jsp).   In this paper, I 

will examine the issues that affect our thinking and action regarding transformative 

research (i.e. world-changing, very high-impact research) as opposed to more incre-

mental research (i.e., taking the next step beyond what is already known) (NSF.  Intro-

duction to Transformative Research.  nsf.gov/about/transformative_research/defini-

tion.jsp).  This complicated dynamic plays out in institutional settings and in higher 

education broadly as well as other kinds of research venues (e.g., the business world 

or national labs). 

The Idea of Infrastructure 
“Research infrastructure” must be de-

fined broadly, including not just STEM 

research, but also professions, arts and 

humanities, social science, and more.  

This paper considers “research” to be cre-

ative activity in the broadest sense, and 

the infrastructure issues have a great deal 

in common across the many areas of cre-

ativity.  (For two good examples of the 

breadth of infrastructure issues see Gisele 

Yasmeen, 2015; UMBC, “Research Infra-

structure – Center for Innovation, Re-

search, and Creativity in the Arts”.)  So, 

while infrastructure is most commonly 

thought of as labs, major technology such 

as a radio-astronomy center, or a nuclear 

reactor, in this paper it may be a theater 

venue, a facility to bring together an in-

terdisciplinary group to address funda-

mental changes in the future of media, or 

it might include a major fine arts collec-

tion or a unique collection of fossils in a 

museum. 

From this perspective, infrastructure 

includes all of the many resources neces-

sary to support successful research/crea-

tive activity.  Thus, infrastructure would 

include personnel—e.g., staff who pro-

vide grant support, logistics, lab work, 

compliance process, stage design, and li-

brary circulation.  In academic institu-

tions, of course, faculty are a major infra-

structure resource (this issue is complex 

and will be addressed below).  Students 

provide “staff” work in many areas (e.g., 

in labs, performance venues, media).  Fa-

cilities (i.e., buildings, lab equipment,  

A 
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museum collections, and libraries) are 

core to infrastructure, as are the many IT 

functions (e.g., communication, data ar-

chiving, computational capabilities, and 

access to prior research results).  Many 

management processes are critical, in-

cluding a long list of personnel processes 

(e.g., hiring, P&T, performance evalua-

tions) and compliance management (e.g., 

IRB, conflict of interest management, ex-

port control). 

A critical infrastructure element is the 

network of relationships on which insti-

tutional collaborations can be built (e.g., 

national labs, corporate partners, univer-

sities).  Similarly, having an effective net-

work of relationships with federal fund-

ing sources is critical for certain kinds of 

research.  For example, we need relation-

ships with a broad range of federal agen-

cies, not just NSF and NIH, but also De-

fense, Homeland Security, Agriculture, 

Education, and others.  This is critical, 

since most federal funding comes from 

agencies who do not fund by traditional 

peer reviewed proposals.  And, along this 

same line, relations with beltway bandits, 

lobbyists, and other “highly connected” 

people in Washington, D.C. are an im-

portant element of infrastructure.  And 

then, for public institutions, there is the 

funding from states and/or other govern-

mental sources.  Of course much research 

is funded by the institution or, if grant 

funded, much is significantly subsidized. 

 A key element of infrastructure plan-

ning is that all of these elements intersect 

with others.  And to make matters even 

more complex, there are widely varying 

needs across disciplines, professional 

schools, in basic versus applied research, 

and discipline-based versus interdiscipli-

nary or multidisciplinary research.  In ad-

dition, there is the nature of the institu-

tion (e.g., the strengths that it’s recog-

nized for, the brand), and the nature and 

amount of its funding (e.g., public or pri-

vate, degree of state support, endow-

ment, fundraising, etc.).  And finally 

there is the complication that re-

search/creative activity is about creating 

new “knowledge” (in the broadest possi-

ble sense of the word), and the content of 

research and needed infrastructure is 

constantly changing due to changes 

brought about by the research itself. 

The complexity of this broad perspec-

tive on research infrastructure is made 

even more daunting by the fact that 

higher education is in a time of great vol-

atility in many dimensions: state funding, 

demographic changes, international 

competition, political interest and inter-

vention at all levels, decreases in federal 

grant funding, and a significant loss of 

confidence/respect for higher education 

in the general public—a critical issue for 

political impact. 

Transformative and Incremental Re-
search 

An interesting conundrum for Uni-

versities is to think about the relative 

value, priority, and feasibility of trans-

formative, very high-impact research 

compared with more incremental work 

that extends what is already known.  NSF 

defines “transformative” research as fol-

lows: 

Transformative research involves 

ideas, discoveries, or tools that radi-

cally change our understanding of an 

important existing scientific or engi-

neering concept or educational prac-

tice or leads to the creation of a new 
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paradigm or field of sciences, engi-

neering, or education.  Such research 

challenges current understanding or 

provides pathways to new frontiers 

(NSF, “Definition of Transformative 

Research”). 

This definition could be extended to 

other than STEM areas, including hu-

manities, social sciences, professions, bi-

omedical research, performing arts, and 

much more (Wikipedia “Transformative 

Research”).  It is important to note that 

the idea of “transformative” research is 

often seen as converging with what is 

called “high impact research” (American 

University, 2015), and that the latter is 

commonly seen more as applied than 

basic research (Economic and Social Re-

search Council). 

There is, of course, a continuum be-

tween extremely “out of the box” trans-

formative research and very structured 

incremental research.  Research at both 

ends of the continuum is extremely im-

portant—but important in different 

ways.  The biggest, world-changing re-

sults lead to more incremental research, 

often very important at both ends of the 

basic and applied research continuum.  

As the NSF paper on transformative re-

search notes: “History shows that it is dif-

ficult to predict which research projects 

will result in transformative results be-

fore the research is conducted and the sci-

entific community has assimilated the 

findings.”  (NSF. “Transformative Re-

search: Challenges of Identifying Poten-

tially Transformative Research” p. 1).  

This assimilation may take decades (Sab-

ine Hossenfelder, blog post, BackReAc-

tion.2012, p. 1).  On the other hand, very 

high impact, ground-breaking outcomes  

can arise serendipitously from surprise 

results on more structured incremental 

research. 

Transformative research generally 

builds on a different mindset than more 

incremental work.  Moreover, the incen-

tives and disincentives that researchers 

encounter are profound, given the differ-

ences in predictability, outcomes, and the 

time frame (we will return to these issues 

in different contexts).  Long-term collab-

orative relations with external entities 

such as national labs, corporate partners, 

or other universities tend to be more com-

mon for the more transformative, long-

term research.  But many infrastructure 

issues such as facilities, a broad range of 

institutional support (staff, compliance) 

are pretty much the same for both trans-

formative and incremental work.  From 

the standpoint of institutional stature, the 

transformative results generally bring the 

most recognition and honor.  That said, 

many researchers, political constituents, 

and others—especially those on the ap-

plied research end—are more interested 

in results of immediate practical signifi-

cance, whether in STEM areas, social sci-

ences, humanities, professions, or arts.  In 

fact, as noted above, this “practical” or 

“applied” outcome is how many would 

define “high impact” research.  Clearly, a 

balance must be defined in institutional 

mission, planning, and broader campus 

culture, which in turn need to be aligned 

with critical elements of the campus envi-

ronment such as incentive/disincentive 

structures (e.g., P&T), physical infra-

structure, staff, and potential external 

collaborations. 
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How it All Fits Together In the Perspec-

tive of Infrastructure 

Figure 1 provides a simplistic, though 

still complicated, picture of the dynamics 

underlying the complexity of the infra-

structure needs and the research priori-

ties (transformative or incremental) of an 

institution. 

One can start from either the top or 

the bottom of this figure, but here we will 

start from the bottom.  The most im-

portant observations are that Transform-

ative Research is extremely “high risk” 

with respect to the probability of achiev-

ing a positive outcome, while incremen-

tal research is far more predictable, both 

in implementation and in results.  As 

noted on page 2, there is a continuum be-

tween transformative and incremental re-

search—elements to the left of the middle 

in Figure 1 leaning toward transforma-

tive research, and to the right leaning to 

incremental research.  This continuum 

has a complicated set of implications for 

the rest of the analysis.  It is important to 

note that some transformative research is 

extraordinarily demanding for infra-

structure (e.g., facilities, instrumentation, 

Figure 1.  Institutional Implications of Transformative and Incremental Research 
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staff), while other work may simply be 

done in a researcher’s existing lab or per-

formance venue without additional re-

sources. 

Returning to Figure 1, on the trans-

formative side, “high risk” implies both 

highly unpredictable, even serendipi-

tous, and very long-term outcomes (NSF, 

“Challenges of Identifying Potentially 

Transformative Research”).  Incremental 

research, on the other hand, suggests 

more predictable and short-term out-

comes, though at the “incremental” end 

of the continuum, much lower impact.  

The idea of “productivity,” which is cen-

tral to accountability, setting priorities, 

and many other issues, is highly prob-

lematic on the “transformative” side, 

since it is very difficult to measure some-

thing that has never been done before 

and often challenges what is known.  On 

the “incremental” side it is fairly predict-

able and measurable, since it is building 

on what is already known. 

So, the question is, how does all of 

this play out from the perspective of re-

search infrastructure?  This raises a new 

dimension of complexity, since the broad 

campus culture of universities comes into 

play, including such things as hiring, fis-

cal resources, and priorities.  In addition, 

there is the influence of constituencies as 

diverse as political, donor, trustee, stu-

dents, and parents, as well as corporate 

and community elements, many of 

whom have conflicting interests.  Some of 

the most critical effects on research arise 

from the incentives and disincentives 

posed by the promotion and tenure 

(P&T) and hiring processes.  For associate 

and especially assistant professors, who 

will be facing promotion and tenure hur-

dles: P&T, as practiced in most institu-

tions, provides a strong disincentive for 

pursuing long-term, unpredictable re-

search projects (Foster 2016).  Since the 

likely long-term projects would not pro-

vide the kind of productivity needed for 

promotion or tenure, junior faculty are 

likely to go with more structured incre-

mental research, which is more likely to 

produce the necessary publications, cita-

tions, and other elements of productivity 

needed for tenure or promotion within 

the probationary period.  When it comes 

to infrastructure, the institution is not 

likely to invest significantly in a junior 

faculty member’s transformative project, 

given that the researcher is unlikely to re-

main at the university—the likely case 

being that he/she won’t receive tenure or 

promotion, thus making the infrastruc-

ture investment extremely risky. 

Even full professors with tenure face 

significant disincentives for undertaking 

research toward the transformative end 

of the continuum, given that outcomes 

are extremely difficult to define and to 

present as credible, and “selling” the pro-

ject to the institution or to a funding 

agency is at best difficult.  A multi-year 

demanding project is likely to mean few 

publications or other relevant kinds of 

productivity (depending on the disci-

pline, profession, etc.), thus compromis-

ing the researcher’s status, and compro-

mising his/her ability to write credible 

grant proposals, sell the project to the 

university for funding, or otherwise find 

facilities, equipment, and other resources 

needed to move the project forward. 
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 Looking at these issues from the other 
side: there are strong incentives for the 
University to encourage short-term, more 
predictable incremental research, for 
which institutional funding can be allo-
cated with a reasonable degree of risk, for 
which funding agencies are more likely 
to be positive and award grants, and 
which will result in research productivity 
(e.g., grants, publications, citations) that 
affect rankings for the institution and 
recognition for the researcher.  From the 
infrastructure point of view, the needed 
resources are likely to be mitigated by 
grants, and the institutional capacity for 
funding infrastructure needs will be as-
sessable such that priorities can be as-
signed based on somewhat predictable 
needs and outcomes. 
 If the institution’s capacity (people, 
facilities, necessary support processes) is 
adequate to provide sound support for a 
wide range and large amount of incre-
mental research without a significant 
amount of flexible funds for a costly, 
risky, high-impact, unpredictable project, 
it is unlikely that transformative projects 
will get high priority.  Other paths may 
exist with modest institutional invest-
ment—e.g., funding from a major donor, 
foundation, or governmental agency 
with a special interest in the area of the 
project—but receiving such funding 
would require other kinds of resources in 
development, government relations, and 
corporate relations.  Corporate collabora-
tion or funding may be another path. 
 For an institution with a very large re-
source base, the situation is, of course, 
very different with respect to its ability to 
provide substantial funding.  Moreover, 
it is such institutions who have the broad, 
effective networks of relations with 

wealthy donors, potential corporate col-
laborators, and with federal agencies that 
provide the majority of federal research 
funding through processes other than 
traditional peer-reviewed grants from 
NIH and NSF.  In addition, such institu-
tions—generally elite research universi-
ties—hire senior faculty with tenure who 
are already well positioned in the aca-
demic world, who will not face the chal-
lenges and special incentives/disincen-
tives of promotion and tenure, and who 
could be hired precisely to do very high-
impact/transformative research that is al-
ready on the researcher’s radar.  

It is important here to return to the 
idea of the continuum between trans-
formative and incremental research.  The 
work somewhere in the middle of the 
transformative/incremental continuum 
tweaks all of the issues considered above. 
The outcomes may be much more pre-
dictable than the far-end transformative, 
thus making the project more likely to get 
grants, to bring outcomes in the short 
term, to perhaps have relatively short-
term applications, and to fit into existing 
facilities.  In addition, the shorter term, 
more predictable outcomes mitigate the 
threat to promotion and perhaps even 
tenure.  Thus at the center of the contin-
uum, the limits on traditional productiv-
ity are less than at the transformative end. 
But as compared to the incremental end, 
the “center” still poses disincentives 
through processes for promotion, com-
pensation increases, and other benefits of 
high productivity—issues of significant 
consideration for researchers. 
How It Plays Out in Different Academic 
Areas and Institutional Environments 
 Given the broad perspective on infra-
structure outlined on pages 75-77, high-
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level infrastructure is likely to be in areas 

of special institutional strength.  This is 

an effective strategy for having not just 

incremental research done, but also pre-

sents potential for hiring high-quality 

faculty who are doing transformative 

work and who need special infrastruc-

ture.  Such areas of strength may be his-

torical accidents; some may be the out-

come of a major gift from a wealthy do-

nor with a passion for the area and a con-

nection to the institution.  Some strengths 

may come from an institutional invest-

ment (e.g., a bond-funded facility) in an 

area that is promising because of the lo-

cation of the institution (e.g., new major 

corporate partners in the area or being 

embedded in a special environmental lo-

cation).  And there is the possibility of a 

faculty member, alumni, or external part-

ner setting up a for-profit technical ser-

vice provider that could serve research-

ers in a very broad area—even interna-

tionally.  These are all, of course, ran-

domly chosen examples to illustrate the 

range of influences on funding for high-

level infrastructure. 

Rather than attempt to frame a range 

of abstract examples, I will move on to 

several major facilities and other assets of 

the University of Missouri (MU) to try to 

enrich the argument.  MU has some stun-

ning strengths that are related strongly to 

unique facilities and other assets that 

support both the incremental research 

and provide the recruitment opportuni-

ties to bring to MU those interested in 

transformative research in these areas.  

Information on all of these initiatives can 

be found on the MU website (Mis-

souri.edu). 

There are, of course, significant differ-

ences across disciplines and different 

funding strategies for dealing with infra-

structure issues for transformative re-

search.  To explore some of these issues, I 

turn now to five different initiatives at the 

University of Missouri in Columbia.  The 

five “approaches” are very different: a 

very strong nuclear reactor, a research 

center closely linked to the functions of 

the reactor, an interdisciplinary group 

that does research and clinical services 

for those on the autism spectrum, an in-

stitute that deals with research on the fu-

ture of “journalism,” and a creative facil-

ity for independent senior living that has 

become a national model.  In addition, I’ll 

briefly discuss a new initiative that was 

funded by a large gift from a passionate 

alum; its focus on issues of democracy, 

and it is anchored primarily in the hu-

manities and social sciences. 

MURR (MU Research Reactor).  Per-

haps the most impressive resource for 

transformative research at the University 

of Missouri is the Research Reactor, 

which was established approximately 

fifty years ago under the leadership of 

President Elmer Ellis.  This was a vision 

of an iconic leader, based on the idea that 

nuclear research would be a central ele-

ment of the U.S. future.  The fiscal, regu-

latory, and research vision were all ex-

tremely complex and difficult to imple-

ment, but Ellis made it happen.  A signif-

icant side-bar for this facility is that it is a 

major producer of radiopharmaceuticals, 

which produce significant revenue for 

the facility.  Today MURR is the nation’s 

most powerful research reactor on a uni-

versity campus. 

International Institute of Nano and 

Molecular Medicine.  Accordingly, 

MURR has become a significant research 

asset for MU—one of the most important 

KU MASC 2016 Research Retreat 81



cases of which was its role in recruiting a 

faculty member who had a potentially 

transformative research agenda in Boron 

Chemistry (the end of which is still to be 

determined after approximately eight 

years at MU).  The Institute was estab-

lished as part of the recruitment of Fred 

Hawthorne, a member of the National 

Academy of Sciences and nominee for the 

Nobel Prize.  The investment was signifi-

cant: construction of a new building (sev-

eral million dollars) near the reactor, and 

support for several support staff/faculty 

who came to MU with Dr. Hawthorne.  

There was no assurance that the Boron 

Chemistry research would produce the 

kind of targeted cancer treatment that 

was the vision for the program, but Dr. 

Hawthorne’s status as a researcher and 

progress to date on the project were con-

sidered solid justification for the ex-

tremely significant investment.  As is the 

case for all such transformative research, 

a successful outcome was not (and still is 

not) certain, but clinical trials are now un-

derway.  The point, of course, is not that 

it was a bad investment; rather, it was as 

good an investment as can be imagined 

for a truly transformative research initia-

tive…an investment that would have 

been impossible without the earlier in-

vestment in a uniquely valuable re-

source—the research reactor. 

Reynolds Journalism Institute.  An-

other somewhat similar development, 

though in a field very different from nu-

clear science, is the foundation of the 

Reynolds Journalism Institute (RJI), 

which was built on the foundation of 

MU’s School of Journalism—the oldest 

and arguably the most distinguished 

Journalism school in the world.  In 2004 

the Reynolds Foundation, established by 

an extremely successful alum of the 

School of Journalism, provided a gift of 

$31 million to establish the RJI.  Major 

renovation of an iconic building next to 

the School of Journalism was done to pro-

vide perfect space for the journalism re-

search enterprise.  The launch of the Insti-

tute was extremely successful, and in 

2012 the Reynolds Foundation provided 

another gift of $30 million to endow the 

operations of the RJI.  The RJI is now a 

powerful complement to the highly re-

garded School of Journalism, having sup-

ported the startup of several significant 

enterprises, supported research on the fu-

ture of media (an extremely volatile and 

socially important element of American 

society) and a significant asset for the 

stature of the University of Missouri. 

The Thompson Center for Autism 

and Neurodevelopmental Disorders.  A 

very different initiative was establish-

ment of the Thompson Center, which 

built on the rather scattered assets in 

many departments/colleges regarding 

Autism and other neurodevelopmental 

disorders—units as diverse as College of 

Education, Early Childhood Education 

(School of Human Environmental Sci-

ences), Psychology, Pediatrics, Psychia-

try, Clinical Psychology, Health Psychol-

ogy (the department of the founding di-

rector), Sociology, Social Work, and even 

Athletics.  With the support of the 

Thompson Center, the interdisciplinary 

community came together to create a na-

tionally prominent center for research 

and clinical services for people on the au-

tism spectrum.  The Center has moved 

from a very marginal physical location to 

its own building near the MU Women’s 

and Children’s Hospital, and it is now 

KU MASC 2016 Research Retreat 82



building a significant addition to its al-

ready impressive facility.  As was the case 

for the RJI, the Thompson Center was 

driven by the passion and insight of an 

MU alum, but it was not built on the 

foundation of an integrated existing pro-

gram or center in the area of Autism. 

TigerPlace.  TigerPlace is an innova-

tive home for independent senior living.  

It was developed by the School of Nurs-

ing with collaborations from engineering 

and other disciplines as part of a broader 

project on aging in place.  One of the dis-

tinguishing features is that it includes 

very sophisticated technologies for track-

ing the residents, detecting falls, and cre-

ating sophisticated longitudinal data ba-

ses on residents’ patterns of life—a 

unique research asset.  The technology 

was created jointly by Nursing and Engi-

neering.  The facility was built by Ameri-

care Corporation, a large healthcare com-

pany from Sikeston, MO, working closely 

with Nursing; today TigerPlace is owned 

and managed by Americare.  It has re-

ceived a great deal of notice nationally as 

a model for such facilities, and several 

very positive things have followed.  One 

is creation of an affiliated Nursing Home 

facility, the Neighborhoods, which is lo-

cated very close by.  Marilyn Rantz, the 

leading nurse for the creation of 

TigerPlace was elected to the Institute of 

Medicine, and recently the Nursing 

School received a grant for more than $20 

million to develop facilities in the St. 

Louis area. 

Kinder Institute on Constitutional 

Democracy.  A very different kind of ini-

tiative is the Kinder Institute (formerly 

the Kinder Forum), which was given im-

portant momentum in 2016 when it re-

ceived a $25 million gift to endow the op-

eration of the center, which is focused on 

education and research on the U.S. Con-

stitution and on American democracy in 

history, theory, and practice.  The Insti-

tute was initially based in the History and 

Political Science departments, but it has 

incorporated faculty from other depart-

ments and is now a truly interdiscipli-

nary center which has a physical home.  

The goal is for MU to become a national 

leader in research and education in the 

area of constitutional democracy, recruit 

prominent scholars, and support both re-

search and educational activities.  The In-

stitute is new, and its mission is still 

somewhat unclear, but it builds on signif-

icant strengths at MU and has potential to 

support transformative research and ed-

ucational practice.  It has been driven sig-

nificantly by the passion of Rich and 

Nancy Kinder and their strong relations 

with MU.  Clearly, it is an initiative with 

significant potential to be far toward the 

transformative end of the continuum. 

The question, now, is how these six 

“initiatives” relate to developing infra-

structure for transformative research.  

First, all but one have had significant ex-

ternal funding for establishing the initia-

tive.  The one that was not externally 

funded was the International Institute of 

Nano and Molecular Medicine, for which 

a very significant institutional invest-

ment was made explicitly to bring a 

prominent internationally recognized re-

searcher to campus to continue a poten-

tially transformative research program—

an investment that included building a 

new building near MURR to house the In-

stitute.  But what made the recruitment of 

Dr. Hawthorne possible was the presence 
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of a unique facility, MURR, and the inter-

disciplinary cluster of researchers work-

ing with the reactor on nano science, ra-

diopharmaceuticals, and other activities 

related to his boron chemistry research. 

From this perspective, MURR is a 

unique facility that has potential for sup-

porting transformative research.  It was 

not established with a specific research 

plan in place, though it has seen remark-

able successes in research, radiopharma-

ceutical production, archaeometry, and 

much more.  What is perhaps most sur-

prising is that the campus has not devel-

oped a broad, coherent, interdisciplinary 

program in Nuclear Science and Engi-

neering, though there are very significant 

strengths across campus, including the 

Nuclear Science and Engineering Pro-

gram (a highly productive program of 

four engineers), radiochemistry, radiol-

ogy, and a nuclear engineering group in 

the College of Engineering. 

As noted earlier, the gift for the Reyn-

olds Journalism Institute is building on a 

campus resource rather analogous to the 

reactor: the MU School of Journalism is 

internationally recognized as one of the 

most prominent journalism schools in the 

world.  In this case, MU is building not on 

recruiting a world-prominent researcher 

with a particular on-going program, but 

is building on a distinguished, interna-

tionally recognized group of faculty 

known for being “out-front” in the in-

credibly volatile world of journalism.  RJI 

has helped bring together researchers 

across campus with related interests 

(from policy studies, business, creative 

writing, communication studies, and 

much more) and has been an important 

factor in attracting new faculty to the 

School of Journalism and RJI.  It is fair to 

say that the RJI has already had very sig-

nificant impact in the world of media, in-

cluding research, start-up firms, and stu-

dent experience.  There is real progress 

across the continuum from incremental 

to genuine transformative research. 

The Thompson Center was built on a 

substantial gift from alumni with a strong 

connection with the University of Mis-

souri.  The vision and passion for the 

Thompson Center stemmed from a fam-

ily connection with autism.  MU had sig-

nificant assets (especially faculty), but 

they were scattered across the campus.  

Building on MU’s strong interdiscipli-

nary culture, foundation of the Center 

brought this broad group together more 

formally, creating a center unlike other 

autism units across the country, the 

strong and broad interdisciplinary col-

laboration in research and clinical ser-

vices for autistic children being especially 

unique.  The potential is very strong, and 

the infrastructure (physical facilities, peo-

ple, grants, and now nation-wide recog-

nition) has significantly advanced the 

Center on the path to transformative re-

search and clinical service. 

TigerPlace has a very different kind of 

development.  The “Aging in Place” con-

cept was developed in the School of 

Nursing, and an institute was created 

that engaged a number of Missouri senior 

living institutions in providing an inno-

vative kind of environment for seniors 

who were able to be “independent” but 

with very specific kinds of support.  The 

idea of TigerPlace grew out of this senior 

living idea, with significant collaboration 

between the School of Nursing and the 

College of Engineering.  As noted above, 

implementation of the idea was done in 

collaboration with Americare, a large 
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senior living corporation, which actually 

built TigerPlace and manages it, but very 

much driven by the concepts that came 

from Nursing and Engineering—a per-

fect model for corporate and university 

collaboration. 

Finally, the Kinder Institute is a dif-

ferent kind of initiative, founded on sev-

eral years of dialogue with the donor 

about the potential for an institute that 

would build on MU’s strengths in Politi-

cal Science, History, and the Humanities.  

The $25 million gift to endow the Kinder 

Institute on Constitutional Democracy 

builds on significant strengths in social 

sciences and humanities, but also Law, 

Policy, and other areas.  The mission is to 

support research and education on the 

U.S. Constitution and American democ-

racy in history, theory, and practice.  The 

Institute will be located in the iconic Jesse 

Hall.  As Director Justin Dyer has said, 

it’s important to have an actual physical 

home for the center where scholars and 

students from different parts of the cam-

pus can come together “all in one place.”  

The funds will support faculty fellows, 

faculty hiring, program development, 

guest lecturers, and other activities that 

contribute to the stature and impact of 

the center’s work.  The Kinder Institute 

doesn’t have an anchor like MURR or the 

Journalism School.  More like the Thomp-

son Center, it builds on significant 

strengths and brings them together in a 

way that provides potential for very high 

impact research.  But the plan is new and 

is a work in progress. 

Concluding Thoughts 

All of the six initiatives described 

above have potential, five having moved 

far along the transformative research 

continuum.  At least one of them is on a 

direct, well-defined track to transforma-

tive cancer treatment.  Closely related is 

an internationally valuable research re-

source, MURR, which is a critical founda-

tion for the Hawthorne Center.  Three of 

the other centers have already achieved 

significant national and international 

recognition: the Thompson Center, the 

RJI, and TigerPlace.  It may be a little too 

far to claim that they have achieved 

“transformative” research results, but 

they are all quite a way down the contin-

uum from incremental to transforma-

tive—well beyond the “center” as repre-

sented in Figure 1. 

What is perhaps more important is 

the broad range of contributions these 

highly successful initiatives have pro-

duced.  One is a combination of research 

and clinical services (i.e., the Thompson 

Center)—very significant contributions 

in both dimensions.  One builds on an in-

ternationally famous journalism program 

to provide out-front research and educa-

tion related to the extremely volatile 

world of media—a program with im-

mense potential for strong influence in a 

critically important area of today’s politi-

cal, social, intellectual, and economic dy-

namics.  One—TigerPlace—builds on dy-

namics in the extremely important area of 

healthcare and quality of life in a world 

where life expectancy has increased dra-

matically.  The potential impact of this 

model of senior living is significantly far 

on the “incremental/transformative con-

tinuum,” as discussed above.  And then 

there is the Kinder Institute, which ad-

dresses one of the most critical issues of 

our time.  Its focus is the place of Ameri-

can democracy in a world with many 

challenges to the very idea of democracy 

(e.g., religion, economic success, and 
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global positioning)—all raising questions 

about the somewhat naïve American idea 

that its democratic history “should be” a 

model for the rest of the world. 

In all of these cases, infrastructure has 

been a key element of their success/prom-

ise.  The many relevant infrastructure el-

ements include physical facilities in all 

cases, leadership, faculty and other key 

personnel elements, fundraising re-

sources, campus culture (e.g., interdisci-

plinary collaboration), political position-

ing, networking across higher education 

and beyond, and much more.  On the one 

hand, these very significant initiatives 

would not have come to where they are 

without significant infrastructure (physi-

cal, personnel, etc.), and on the other 

hand, they would not have achieved the 

necessary infrastructure without VERY 

significant external resources or, in the 

one case, the strong institutional commit-

ment to move forward with an oppor-

tunity to bring a transformative research 

program to the University (based, of 

course, on the presence of a unique and 

relevant resource—i.e., MURR). 
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