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The front page story in the New York Times last week, and later in the

Chronicle of Higher Education, is a strong reminder of how the public

expects universities – and their researchers – to behave.

The headline, “At One University, Tobacco Money Is A Secret,” conjured up

memories of how for years, the tobacco industry misled the country and

created one of America’s great health challenges.

Secretly pairing tobacco money with university research is seen as betrayal.

The story said Virginia Commonwealth University had ignored its own

institutional guidelines and accepted a grant from Philip Morris USA that

prohibited researchers from publishing their work, or even from

acknowledging the project.

In today’s climate, accepting any support from tobacco companies is viewed

skeptically, and most institutions that consider such grants do so with a

clear set of conditions in mind.

While this seems obvious, the ongoing pressure on institutions and

individual researchers to secure support for their studies grows daily and it’s

understandably human to wonder exactly where the line is that shouldn’t be

crossed.

For Bob Killoren, head of Ohio State’s Research Foundation and arguably

the guy most focused on research funding, the answers are pretty clear:

“There is a dividing line out there that we have to watch and sometimes it

can be pretty narrow.”

On one hand, he says, as a land-grant public institution, our heritage

includes taking the new knowledge we find to companies out in the business

world.

“The question is how do we actually work with those companies?”

Setting aside issues of “intellectual property,” Killoren says that there are a

handful of “non-negotiables” that the university requires of any research

grant:

An agreement can’t exclude a researcher from continuing their work

on a project because of any licensing agreement or such;

If graduate students are involved in the research, they have to be

able to publish their findings as part of their thesis or dissertation

requirements;

No agreement can give a sponsor approval over what the university

can say about the research, nor can they censor the researchers in
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any way;

And researchers must be able to incorporate the research into what

they teach students.

Guidelines like these are common and make good sense for public

institutions.  Problems only arise when universities or businesses forget the

rules.__Earle Holland
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