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Abstract 
University-based centers and institutes can play an 

important role in facilitating community-based, 

inter- and transdisciplinary research, and providing 

the capacity and expertise to address pressing 

issues. However, many centers and institutes face 

challenges related to long-term stability and resili-

ence. In this paper we share recommendations on 

how to support centers and institutes that focus on 

food systems transformation. We drew these rec-

ommendations from insights and stories shared by 

leaders of nine diverse centers and institutes that 

participate in the Inter-Institutional Network for 

Food, Agriculture, and Sustainability (INFAS). We 

discuss how they are structured, the work they 
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have done, and the benefits of that work, as well as 

the challenges they have faced and what they rec-

ommend for addressing those challenges. Their 

primary challenges include cultivating the support 

of university administrators and faculty, hiring and 

retaining supportive faculty, and securing sustaina-

ble funding. We provide a diverse range of recom-

mendations to address each of these challenges, 

with the hope that other centers and institutes can 

find some that will be relevant to their particular 

institutional, social, and political contexts. 

Keywords 
center, institute, organizational resilience, 

agriculture, food systems 

Introduction 
The purpose of this paper is to share suggestions 

on how academics and community partners may 

support university-based centers and institutes that 

focus on food systems transformation. We have 

drawn these suggestions from the experiences of 

current or former center and institute directors 

who participate in the Inter-Institutional Network 

for Food, Agriculture and Sustainability (INFAS),1 

a group that includes all of this paper’s authors. We 

hope that those who lead centers and institutes can 

apply the ideas best suited to their own institutional 

contexts, and that doing so will inspire future con-

versations that further long-term resilience and 

stability. 

 University-based centers and institutes (here-

 
1 See https://asi.ucdavis.edu/programs/infas  

after, “centers”) are diverse. However, in general, 

they help university faculty, staff, and students col-

laborate with partners within and outside the uni-

versity to address complex societal challenges. 

Most centers, including those participating in 

INFAS, support inter- or transdisciplinary research 

with an applied, community-engaged, and/or prob-

lem-focused approach. Because they are not stand-

ard administrative units like colleges, schools, and 

departments, they are usually structured and sup-

ported differently. For example, they typically 

receive some funding from external sources (e.g., 

private individuals, foundations, or government 

agencies) (Boardman, 2006). 

Centers play an important role in universities 

across the United States. Between 1985 and 2009, 

the number of centers at each of the top 25 

research universities doubled, increasing from an 

average of 48 to 95 centers per university (Biancani 

et al., 2018). Centers are also increasingly recog-

nized and funded by federal agencies including the 

National Institute of Health (NIH) and the 

National Science Foundation (NSF) because they 

are designed to work across departments, schools, 

and colleges, using the inter- and transdisciplinary 

approaches needed to tackle complex, real-world 

problems (Arnold et al., 2021; Biancani et al., 2018; 

Leahey & Barringer, 2020; Mendes et al., 2014; 

Nyden, 2003; Rhoten, 2003; Salimi et al., 2012; Van 

Noorden, 2015). 

There is also growing recognition that food 

and agriculture systems must be transformed to 

better support farmers, communities, public health, 

and the environment (High Level Panel of Experts 

on Food Security and Nutrition [HLPE], 2019; 
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International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food 

Systems [IPES] & ETC Group, 2021; El Bilali, 

2021; Schneider et al., 2023), and that inter- and 

transdisciplinary and community-focused research 

is critical to achieving this goal (Association of 

Public and Land Grant Universities [APLU], 2017; 

Benton, 2023; Resnick & Swinnen, 2024). Sustaina-

ble food systems centers provide essential infra-

structure to support this transformation by helping 

faculty, staff, and students build collaborative rela-

tionships across departments or colleges and 

between the university and external partners. While 

academic departments often focus on specific dis-

ciplines, methods, and issues, centers often use 

broader approaches. They are also usually more 

publicly visible than departments, making them a 

more obvious entry-point into the university for 

community members (Mendes et al., 2014). Some 

centers have staff dedicated to facilitating commu-

nity partnerships, an activity that requires more 

time and different skills than many research faculty 

have (Israel et al., 2006; Mendes et al., 2014; 

Nyden, 2003).2 Many centers provide faculty with 

guidance and technical support for community-

engaged research (Nyden, 2003). By building rela-

tionships between universities and communities 

outside the university, centers can facilitate valua-

ble two-way exchange of knowledge. Communities 

can access research and information relevant to 

their challenges and goals (e.g., Extension papers), 

and sometimes access resources (funding, equip-

ment, etc.),while faculty have the opportunity to 

learn from community-based knowledge, which 

has been shown to increase the rigor, relevance, 

and reach of science (Mendes et al., 2014). 

Despite the numerous benefits centers may pro-

vide to universities, faculty, and communities, 

many centers that focus on food systems transfor-

mation face a variety of challenges to stability and 

 
2 While much of this paper and most INFAS centers refer to community-engaged research as the project of research faculty, it is 

critical to remember that Extension, one of the three missions of the U.S. land-grant university system, is and can be a catalyst for 

reciprocal, co-learning relationships for LGUs and communities (Ostrom, 2020). 
3 Food systems transformation has long been politically difficult work at U.S. land grant universities; see Hightower (1972). 
4 In 1987, UC-Davis faced a lawsuit for failure to meet its land grant responsibilities to consumers, rural communities, and small 

farmers as defined under the Hatch Act. For details of this lawsuit and how it was resolved, see Friedland (1991). 

resilience. They regularly confront structural and 

political barriers, especially when they challenge 

power structures from which many universities 

benefit.3 Universities are beginning to recognize 

the value of interdisciplinary research and commu-

nity engagement, and land grant universities have 

the requirement to serve broader communities as 

part of their legally defined mission.4 However, it 

can still be difficult to translate the value of this 

work to university administrators and faculty who 

may lack understanding of and experience with 

inter- trans- or nondisciplinary research, or with 

community-based research methods (APLU, 2017; 

Ammons et al., 2018). While some universities put 

significant resources toward certain types of cen-

ters (e.g., those focused on health), many, including 

most food systems-focused centers, lack university 

support and struggle to find funding (Israel et al., 

2006). 

 Additionally, faculty are often disincentivized 

to participate in center activities by university 

reward structures and research norms that incentiv-

ize disciplinary work, compel competition between 

researchers, departments, and colleges, and base 

success on “bottom-line” fundraising goals. Cam-

puses managed as though they are competitive free 

markets struggle to create trust-based, collaborative 

systems research (Hil et al., 2021). Center-based 

research can also compete for faculty members’ 

limited time and resources, which are often neces-

sarily dedicated to disciplinary research and teach-

ing (APLU, 2017; Boardman & Bozeman 2007). 

The research that is rewarded within universities is 

often disciplinary, and tenure evaluations are con-

ducted by departments, which sometimes fail to 

recognize work outside their discipline (Biancani et 

al., 2018; Mallon, 2006; Rhoten et al., 2003). 

In this paper, we integrate suggestions from cur-

rent and former center directors participating in 
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INFAS. INFAS is a peer learning network that 

envisions a U.S. food system that is environmen-

tally sustainable and socially just. The INFAS mis-

sion is to facilitate collaborations to build food sys-

tem resilience, sustainability, and equity; raise the 

visibility of research on food system problems and 

solutions; catalyze research, Extension, and educa-

tion on food systems transformation, and support 

institutional change; and diversify who is doing 

food systems work in academia. 

 INFAS developed out of earlier attempts to 

organize center-focused peer-learning networks, 

such as the Consortium for Sustainable Agriculture 

Research and Education (CSARE, 1994–2008). In 

2010, faculty at the University of California, Davis, 

revived the CSARE Network as INFAS with a 

US$1.5 million endowment from the W. K. 

Kellogg Foundation. Today, INFAS has 212 mem-

bers from 96 organizations across the U.S. Member 

centers are diverse in terms of age, institution, and 

location, providing a rich source of insights on 

challenges and opportunities. Newer centers and 

older centers, including the original INFAS mem-

bers, have much to learn from each other. The 

original INFAS centers, after many years of experi-

ence and high-impact accomplishment, are matur-

ing organizationally. Sometimes this brings stabil-

ity, but it also brings faculty and leadership retire-

ments, unsupportive and even hostile institutional 

reviews, and shifting resources. Newer and “mid-

career” centers form and operate in different con-

texts yet can learn from those experiences. By 

bringing these centers together to share challenges 

and ideas, INFAS helps centers diagnose issues and 

devise solutions that enhance stability and 

resilience.  

Many of the authors of this paper lead or have led 

INFAS centers. Over our time in the network, we 

noticed that people who lead centers are rarely 

given time, space, or training for organizational 

development, and that many centers were strug-

gling with long-term stability. We began wondering 

if these challenges were idiosyncratic situations or 

systemic problems. Was there something about the 

 
5 An important exception, and an inspiration for our work, is Porter et al., 2018. 

organizational structure of the struggling centers 

that made them vulnerable? What could centers 

learn from each other about how to build 

resilience? 

 To explore these questions, we formed a work-

ing group within INFAS focused on organizational 

development. Through the working group, we 

observed that center leaders appreciate the space to 

share personal stories and experiences that are not 

typically covered in peer-reviewed academic litera-

ture,5 and that, indeed, many centers experience 

similar issues. The idea for this paper emerged 

from INFAS webinars in which nine center direc-

tors shared their stories and challenges. In the 

paper, we share what we learned about the organi-

zational structure of the nine centers (see the 

“How are Centers Structured and Funded?” sec-

tion ), the work they have done (“What Do Centers 

Do?”), and the benefits of that work (“Benefits of 

Centers’ Work”). We then discuss the challenges 

centers have faced (“Challenges”) and provide rec-

ommendations on how to address those challenges 

(“Recommendations”). 

Methods 
The INFAS Organizational Development working 

group, led by co-authors Gwin and Miller, con-

ducted three one-hour webinars between May and 

September of 2021. For each, we asked three cen-

ter leaders to respond to a set of questions (see 

below) using a conversational format. Presenters 

for the first webinar were from older centers 

founded by original INFAS members. For webi-

nars two and three we selected a group of centers 

from varying geographies, land-grant and non–

land-grant universities, and centers based in univer-

sities and Cooperative Extension. Presenting cen-

ters were located at universities across eight states: 

three on the West Coast, two in the Northeast, one 

in the Southeast, and three in the Midwest. The 

centers represented were: 

• Sustainability Institute (University of 

New Hampshire) 

• Berkeley Food Institute (University of 

California-Berkeley) 
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• Agroecosystems Management Program 

(AMP)/The Initiative for Food and 

AgriCultural Transformation (InFACT) 

(Ohio State University) 

• Center for Energy and Environmental 

Education (University of Northern Iowa) 

• Center for Environmental Farming Systems 

(North Carolina State University, North 

Carolina Agricultural and Technical State 

University, and the North Carolina 

Department of Agriculture and Consumer 

Services) 

• Agricultural Sustainability Institute 

(University of California, Davis) 

• Center for Regional Food Systems 

(Michigan State University) 

• Urban Food Policy Institute (The City 

University of New York) 

• Center for Small Farms and Community 

Food Systems (Oregon State University)  

 The oldest center was established in 1984, and 

the newest in 2016. Each presenter was asked to 

address the following questions: 

• How is your center or institute structured? 

• How is your center or institute funded? 

• Give us an example of a storm you’ve had 

to weather—budget crisis, academic unit 

reorganization, leadership change, or other. 

What happened? How did you manage? 

• What might you do differently if you 

launched it today? 

 Presentations were followed by 10–25 minutes 

of discussion, conversation, and questions, during 

which presenters added more detail about the chal-

lenges they had faced. Ninety-four people partici-

pated in one or more webinars. Participants in-

cluded faculty from 24 U.S. and two Canadian 

universities. Three independent scholars and staff 

from four nongovernmental organizations and six 

philanthropic foundations also attended.  

 We organized the webinars so that centers and 

institutes could learn from their peers, especially 

those with many years of experience navigating 

challenges within their home institutions. The rich-

ness of the presentations and discussions con-

vinced us, after the fact, that what we had all 

learned together was important to summarize and 

share more broadly. To compile data for this paper, 

we carefully reviewed the webinar recordings to 

identify similarities and differences in the experi-

ences of center and institute directors, and to iden-

tify cross-cutting themes based on our guiding 

questions listed above. We synthesized recommen-

dations from both the presenting centers and from 

existing research on university-based centers. In 

2023, presenters reviewed the synthesized recom-

mendations to add missing detail and more exam-

ples. Presenters were also invited to co-author this 

paper since this knowledge was co-generated. 

How are Centers Structured and Funded? 
In the webinars, presenters responded to open 

questions about structure and funding. The range 

of responses we received reflects differences in the 

home institutions and food systems contexts in 

which the centers are working. 

The centers represented were governed in a variety 

of ways. Five of nine were within an academic col-

lege and under the jurisdiction of that college 

dean’s office. Out of the remaining four, two were 

under the jurisdiction of the provost or vice prov-

ost and two were jointly overseen by a department 

and Extension. One presenter shared that they 

appreciated being “co-owned” by multiple schools 

because it helped them garner administrative sup-

port from several places and function as a cross-

university team. Another felt strongly about the 

value of being under the provost’s office because 

their provost had a pan-university scope that 

helped them understand the center’s interdiscipli-

nary work. Moreover, a provost’s level of authority 

means that they are in a position to effectively 

advocate on the center’s behalf. 

 Most presenters agreed that the best “home” 

for a center is less about the specific office that 

oversees them and more about the person leading 

that office and their desire to be a champion for 

the center. As one presenter put it.  

I think it’s really personality driven. … I don’t know 

if I could say this is better than that, because it really 
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depends on the support you get from where you’re 

embedded. [It’s best to be where] you know you’re going 

to get more support. 

Centers were governed in a variety of ways. Most 

of the presenting centers had dedicated staff, with 

at least one staff member in a director role. Some 

centers were directed or co-directed by faculty 

while others do not involve faculty in leadership. A 

few also included students, deans, and/or research 

station directors in their governance committees. 

 In addition to internal governance, many cen-

ters had external advisory boards that provided 

overall feedback or advised individual projects. 

One center consulted community advisors on an 

ad-hoc basis for activities like writing grant pro-

posals, rather than maintaining a formal advisory 

board. Most advisory boards included a diverse set 

of community members, including alumni, farmers 

or others involved in agriculture, community 

organizations, public health institutions, and/or 

restaurants. Some presenters noted that advisory 

boards and other community partnerships helped 

facilitate university-community connections, 

broaden their thinking, increase capacity, and culti-

vate political support outside of the university. As 

one center director put it, the community advisory 

board “has been hugely important because they’re influen-

tial and very supportive. … They have really broadened the 

way we’ve thought about the food system.” 

Centers ranged widely in how and how much they 

interacted directly with faculty.6 Some centers had a 

designated set of “affiliated” faculty who self-

selected to have a more formal relationship with 

the center (although what this means varies across 

university contexts). In others, faculty partnered on 

a project-by-project basis and/or engaged primarily 

with community partners. Formal affiliation did 

not guarantee participation, and one presenter even 

 
6 The faculty involvement question seemed simple but is complicated by the fact that Extension personnel are “faculty” at some 

universities but not others, depending on how Extension is (or isn’t) integrated into colleges and departments. 
7 Our discussion of funding, in the webinars and in this paper, did/does not address the much larger problem of the “neoliberal 

university” where, for example, research and students are primarily seen as sources of revenue due to loss of public funding. See, for 

example, Slaughter and Rhoades (2000). 

reported that about 10% of their center’s formally 

affiliated faculty were hostile to the center’s work. 

Some of the larger centers also had full-time staff 

specialists who worked on center projects, commu-

nications, or administration. A few center directors 

reported hiring student workers or working with 

graduate students, and some facilitated educational 

programs such as undergraduate majors. 

Because centers were either not funded by or 

received little funding from their universities, all 

had to secure a significant amount of funding from 

outside of their institutions.7 Sources included 

donations from individuals and private founda-

tions; research grants or cooperative agreements 

with state and federal governments, nongovern-

mental organizations, and values-aligned compa-

nies; and fee-for-service work. Four centers also 

had endowments. 

 Five of the nine centers received funds from 

their universities, although the amount they 

received varied widely, ranging from US$37,000 to 

US$2.5 million per year. In contrast, centers 

brought significant funding into universities; each 

raised US$1.5–$2 million per year. Some centers 

were specifically required to document a return on 

investment (ROI) of the university's funding: one 

center was expected to generate an ROI of 2–4% 

and could often document 12%; another reported a 

6–7% ROI. This outside funding was critical for 

centers and beneficial to universities. However, 

some presenters worried that the amount of money 

their centers brought in had created tension with 

university administrators or faculty. One presenter 

was concerned that the university would reduce the 

limited amount of funding they provide because 

they receive outside funding, and another men-

tioned having to justify why the funds they 

received could not go to a faculty member instead 

of to the center. 
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What Do Centers Do? 

The centers in our sample all had broad missions 

focused on cultivating greater human and environ-

mental health through sustainable food systems 

(Table 1). Several centers’ missions explicitly 

emphasized social and racial justice.  

Table 1. Missions of Presenting Centers 

Center University Mission Statement 

Agricultural 
Sustainability Institute 

University of California, 
Davis 

“To ensure access to healthy food and to promote the vitality of 
agriculture today and for future generations. We do this through 
integrative research, education, communication, and early action 
on big, emerging issues.” 

Berkeley Food Institute 
University of California, 
Berkeley 

“To transform food systems—to expand access to healthy, affordable 
food and promote sustainable and equitable food production. We 
empower new leaders with capacities to cultivate diverse, just, 
resilient, and healthy food systems. We focus on four food system 
themes and emphasize a holistic approach to address these 
pressing issues.” 

Center for Energy and 
Environmental 
Education 

University of Northern 
Iowa 

“Empowering Iowans with the knowledge, experiences, tools, and 
inspiration needed to create a sustainable and desirable future 
for our communities.” 

Center for 
Environmental Farming 
Systems (CEFS) 

North Carolina State 
University and North 
Carolina Agricultural 
and Technical State 
University 

“Develops and promotes just and equitable food and farming 
systems that conserve natural resources, strengthen communities, 
improve health outcomes, and provide economic opportunities in 
North Carolina and beyond.” 

Center for Regional 
Food Systems 

Michigan State 
University 

“To engage the people of Michigan, the United States and the world 
in applied research, education and outreach to develop regionally 
integrated, sustainable food systems.” 

Center for Small Farms 
and Community Food 
Systems 

Oregon State 
University 

“Advancing sustainable agriculture, community food systems, and 
economic progress for Oregon's farmers and ranchers and providing 
a leading-edge experience for students.” 

Urban Food Policy 
Institute 

City University of New 
York (CUNY) 

“Our research, education and action advances just, healthy, and 
resilient urban food systems.” 

Initiative for Food and 
AgriCultural 
Transformation 

(InFACT) a  

The Ohio State 
University 
 

“To transform the way we grow, process and distribute our food, 
leading to vibrant, sustainable and resilient agriculture that 
places nourishing food at the center of just and vital 
communities in Ohio and beyond.” 

Sustainability Institute 
University of 
New Hampshire 

“To be a catalyst, convener, and champion of sustainability ideas 
and actions across and beyond the University of New Hampshire. 
We foster a culture of sustainability that permeates the civic, 
professional, and personal lives of members of our community. 
We embrace the notion of a ‘sustainable learning community’; a 
community in which everyone learns, and everyone and 
everything that we do teaches.” 

a The webinar presentation focused on InFACT, a university-wide initiative that involved faculty from 10 colleges, hundreds of external 
partners from over 10 partnering organizations, and central university support. InFACT had grown out of the Agroecosystems 
Management Program (AMP), which was the first center endowed under a Kellogg Chair. In 2016, AMP’s network and relationships 
were instrumental in the successful proposal to create InFACT, a university-wide program led by the Kellogg Chair. InFACT was 
dissolved in 2021 by the Dean of the College of Food, Agricultural and Environmental Sciences and the Vice President for Outreach 
and Engagement, although AMP remains and continues its leadership of work for agriculture and food system sustainability and 
resilience. Most of the stories from the former InFACT/AMP director pertain to InFACT, although a few apply to AMP. 

https://asi.ucdavis.edu/
https://food.berkeley.edu/
https://ceee.uni.edu/
https://cefs.ncsu.edu/
https://www.canr.msu.edu/foodsystems/
https://centerforsmallfarms.oregonstate.edu/
https://cunyurbanfoodpolicy.org/
https://www.unh.edu/sustainability/about
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 An important function of these centers was to 

facilitate connections within and between units on 

campus, and between the university and the broad-

er community. All conducted research, most of 

which was applied, interdisciplinary, and/or trans-

disciplinary research that involved community col-

laboration. Many had projects that included local, 

state, regional, and even national partners including 

food hubs, community organizations, schools, gov-

ernment representatives and agencies, healthcare 

providers, and utility companies. While all centers 

worked in communities and with community 

organizations, they varied in the degree to which 

their work emphasized collaborations with partners 

on campus, farmers, and/or broader community 

members. Some centers worked with students or 

directed on-campus initiatives, while others worked 

almost exclusively outside their university base. 

Centers engaged in a wide variety of work (Table 

2). They collaborated with partners on policy-

focused projects (e.g., policy research, briefs, com-

ment letters), capacity and leadership development, 

project coordination, and research and technical 

support. 

Benefits of Centers’ Work 
Presenters highlighted the numerous benefits that 

their centers provided. Centers attracted sources of 

funding that the university would not otherwise 

receive, including funding that supported faculty 

Table 2. Examples of the Variety of Work that Presenting Centers Engaged In 

Areas of work Examples from webinars 

Campus-oriented projects • Manage university research and education farms 

• Plan and implement campus sustainability plans 

• Develop curriculum 

• Provide education, professional development, and training for students 
and broader campus community 

Technical support and community 
service 

• Provide farmer training and technical support 

• Produce policy briefs and provide guidance to policy-makers on science-
informed policy-making 

• Facilitate policy training for community members 

• Conduct research and evaluation on behalf of community organizations 
and state agencies 

Network-building and 
coordination across community 
projects 

• Facilitate networks of farmers, food hubs, nonprofit organizations, 
public health officials, and assorted food-related organizations 

• Support, network, and document the work of food councils and 
mayors’ offices 

• Coordinate a national learning network for Extension professionals 

Policy, planning, and 
infrastructure (state, regional, and 
national) 

• Facilitate state agriculture plan development, implementation, and 
progress assessment 

• Conduct public policy analysis and share information to support 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in collaborative policy advocacy 

• Facilitate Good Food Purchasing and farm-to-institution programs 

• Conduct local and regional food workforce assessments 

• Support community visioning around future food systems 

• Develop a regional food systems equity plan 
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members and their research. One presenter empha-

sized that some foundation funders would not 

fund their work if they were part of the regular uni-

versity system, and another shared that funders 

were attracted to entities like centers that can pre-

sent a more “cohesive body of work” than a university 

or an individual department. 

 Centers promoted creative and innovative 

solutions. Presenters gave examples of how their 

centers had been on the forefront of emerging 

issues, promoted curricular innovation, provided 

new opportunities for faculty professional develop-

ment and student leadership, and/or fostered inter-

disciplinary work within and across departments 

and colleges. One presenter shared that as a center, 

they were “more nimble” than Extension or the 

broader university system, which has allowed them 

to “be in front of [emerging] issues in food systems that the 

university’s not ready to [pursue].” For example, their 

center had worked with the Extension system 

nationally to make institutional reforms in favor of 

racial equity, and these reforms had made a signifi-

cant difference in terms of fostering greater inclu-

sivity in several state Extension systems. Another 

presenter talked about how their center had pro-

moted curricular innovation, developing a dietetic 

intern program with a policy focus. They also sup-

ported faculty and student training in food justice, 

an opportunity that otherwise would not have 

existed within their university. 

 Centers facilitated long-term collaborations 

across departments and colleges and with partners 

outside the university, building capacity for critical 

interdisciplinary and community-engaged work. 

Within the university, centers helped researchers 

build creative and productive collaborations and 

integrated research, education, and Extension. One 

center director shared how their center bridged 

university research and Extension outreach, fram-

ing Extension’s work in a way that university ad-

ministrators understood and appreciated:  

When our dean hears ‘center’ he thinks about ‘centers 

of excellence, centers are prestigious.’ In addition to 

working with Extension faculty, we are collaborating 

with academic faculty who aren’t Extension. Having a 

center makes a strong connection with other parts of the 

university. 

 Another presenter shared that joint faculty 

appointments, shared 50/50 between their center 

and departments, had freed faculty to do more 

interdisciplinary research than they would other-

wise by making it an explicit expectation in their 

position descriptions. 

 Centers also supported partnerships with 

researchers at other universities and with commu-

nity organizations that benefitted both the univer-

sity and its partners. On a structural level, centers 

provided the training, time, and administrative 

capacity needed to support external collaborations 

and create “a structure that people outside of the university 

can come to for technical assistance and guidance.” Con-

necting with key community partners increased the 

impact of university research and bolstered the 

public visibility and reputation of the university. 

For example, one center director shared that as 

racial justice work was more normalized within the 

university, the center’s existing relationships with 

communities of color helped university administra-

tors build new and valuable relationships with 

those communities. Moreover, centers were able to 

increase community capacity. Because many cen-

ters worked frequently with community partners, 

they often learned early on about a community’s 

most pressing problems and could recruit research-

ers from appropriate departments to help find the 

answers community partners were looking for. Pre-

senters shared specific examples of how their cen-

ters had worked with community leaders to under-

stand conservation programs and craft new policies 

and state standards relevant to their agricultural 

systems. Centers also played an active role in sup-

porting community partners by sharing grant fund-

ing or supporting their grant applications, nominat-

ing them to powerful positions, and inviting them 

to speak at public events. Some center directors 

talked about how their centers had supported sci-

ence-based policy-making by offering topical input 

on legislative issues or various forms of technical 

support to policymakers and public employees. 

Centers also provided faculty affiliates with oppor-

tunities to provide input on public policy through 

the center, adding credibility to their advocacy 

beyond what they had as individuals. 

 Some centers offered non-academic work 

experience to students, experience that can be hard 
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to find within academic departments, which tend 

to focus on preparing students for careers in aca-

demia. One center director said that giving stu-

dents the opportunity to participate in center lead-

ership offered “an incredibly valuable experience” 

because it gave them their “first exposure to strategic 

planning. … They told me they really valued it.” Another 

shared that the majority of graduate students who 

worked with their center were initially unprepared 

to do public-facing work and engage with non-

profit partners. However, through working with 

the center they gained experience that helped them 

get jobs after graduation. 

Challenges  

One common theme in our conversations was the 

importance of gaining support from university 

administrators (e.g., deans, provosts). Like depart-

ments, most centers were overseen by university 

administrators who generally did not participate in 

center activities and may or may not have been 

sympathetic to a center’s mission. Moreover, 

administrators change jobs frequently, so staying 

relevant through administrative shifts can be a 

challenge. One presenter shared that as administra-

tors transitioned, it was difficult to avoid being 

seen as a “program of someone else from a long time ago.” 

 Many presenters also expressed that some 

administrators had trouble understanding the 

importance of inter- and transdisciplinary or com-

munity-focused projects because these projects dif-

fer from traditional grant-funded research. One 

shared that administrators misunderstood their 

food justice work in particular, because it was 

broader and more community-based than, for 

example, public health research typically funded by 

the NIH. Another shared that integrating research, 

teaching, and Extension was highly effective, but 

that their administrators had trouble comprehend-

ing their center’s broad mission and integration of 

work. Administrators at their university wanted to 

know “which box” they fit into, rather than how they 

bridged topics to address food systems issues in a 

holistic way. Some centers had to undergo adminis-

trative reviews more often than other academic 

units, with no justification provided: this felt to 

some like a deliberate and potentially hostile effort 

to delay completion of projects that might chal-

lenge the status quo. 

 Similarly, several presenters shared how chal-

lenging it was for them to focus on sustainable 

agriculture and food systems while operating 

within universities committed to “productivist” 

modes of agriculture: focused on producing higher 

volumes of cheap food while externalizing conse-

quences for human and environmental health. 

Moreover, many centers were established before 

sustainability was more broadly recognized as a 

societal goal and were often marginalized or toler-

ated, at best. As sustainability initiatives have been 

adopted by universities, some centers tried to 

expand into bigger organizations. In at least a few 

cases, however, this created an opening for oppor-

tunistic administrators to redirect budgets away 

from a center’s transformative work. One pre-

senter shared a cautionary tale about their effort to 

turn an older, smaller center into a campuswide 

organization. Over more than 20 years, the original 

center had created a strong faculty and community 

network from which the larger organization 

emerged. A dean then seized an opportunity to 

redirect the budget intended for the new organiza-

tion, despite strong faculty support. Another center 

was undermined when a dean redirected a budget 

intended to enlarge and transform that center’s 

work on sustainability, undercutting the work and 

hobbling the center. Some centers are threatened 

by decision-makers outside the university as well. 

In 2016, the state legislature threatened one cen-

ter’s funding because the center had issued a state-

ment of nondiscrimination. That center was able to 

survive the threat because they had not become an 

“official” center within their university, shielding 

them from the legislature’s power over centers that 

are officially recognized. 

Many presenters stressed the importance of faculty 

support in navigating relationships with university 

administrators, increasing capacity, and reducing 

budgetary constraints. Two center directors em-

phasized the valuable influence that faculty can 

have on university administrators. One shared that 

he “should have paid more attention to … faculty support 
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[because] deans, in particular, care about what faculty 

think,” and two others stated that if they could have 

done something differently, it would have been to 

cultivate greater on-campus support, particularly 

from faculty. 

 However, building faculty support can be a 

challenge. One center director shared that depart-

ments at their university sometimes felt like “they’re 

competing with [the center] for resources and really resent 

that.” Moreover, like university administrators, 

some faculty did not understand the value of cen-

ters or focus only on “what the center can do for them 

rather than what they can do for the center.” 

 Another challenge is that the type of work 

done by centers, especially community engage-

ment, was not typically recognized or rewarded in 

university incentive or reward systems. Engage-

ment takes time that many faculty had to dedicate 

to other obligations like research and teaching.8 As 

one presenter said, “We are supposed to have a network 

of faculty from across the university, but we don’t have the 

funds to buy them out of courses.” Another shared that 

“I can’t tell you the number of new tenure-track hires that 

get very excited about [our work] but [because] they’re on 

the tenure track line … they can’t embrace the full breadth 

of it.” 

Presenters also pointed to lack of control over 

hiring processes as a major challenge. Most 

faculty are hired by and administratively housed 

in departments, not in centers, meaning that 

centers typically had limited control over faculty 

hiring. Centers that did have their own faculty 

appointments typically also hosted untenured and 

unendowed positions that were more vulnerable. 

One center director shared how this had especi-

ally hindered hiring and retaining faculty of color. 

He said: “I hope it’s more than lip service that we want 

to see more … leaders of color. … And yet I don’t find at 

[my university] that untenured, unendowed positions are 

 
8 Faculty with full or partial Extension appointments are often more involved with community engagement yet may still face 

unforgiving pressure and timelines to generate “products,” especially for promotion. 
9 “Professor of practice” is usually a promotable but non–tenure track position. Expectations, funding, and job security for PoPs vary 

across universities, but in general these are positions that value “in practice” experience, e.g., in government, nongovernmental 

organizations, or the private sector. They are often hired for their deep lived experience, local knowledge, and connections to 

institutions. Salaries are often lower than tenured faculty. 

going to be fully supported.” Similarly, a former center 

director discussed how university norms that 

required PhDs and devalued lived experience 

impeded opportunities to hire faculty of color. 

He shared that “When we were hiring the next director, 

almost every person of color I spoke with suggested that we 

needed to go with a ‘professor of practice’ rather than the 

tenure track approach.” 9 He expressed frustration 

that tenured faculty were given more power and 

credibility than non-tenured faculty, “even if the 

latter have other talents and assets that are incredibly 

important to the university.” He continued, “It is 

disappointing that universities don’t fully recognize and 

value people who have really deep lived experiences and 

skills that the universities need.” 

Regardless of their funding sources, nearly all pre-

senting centers (eight of nine) cited insufficient 

funding or funding instability as a major challenge. 

One presenter likened their funding situation to 

being “threatened by 1000 cuts,” while another said 

their center was “always on a treadmill of raising money 

for new projects.” Presenters also found it challenging 

to raise funds for general operating expenses, as 

most funders “want to fund [research] programs and 

results.” In addition, the high percentage of grant 

funding often retained by the university to cover 

overhead (“indirect costs”) was often shared with 

departments but not with centers. This was espe-

cially true when the principal investigator for a cen-

ter-led grant was formally housed in a department 

and not the center. While centers were often able 

to access funding that would be unavailable to 

departments, one center director reported that 

some funders incorrectly assumed that centers 

were fully funded by their universities, including 

faculty and student time to work on center pro-

jects. Some private funders may have seen the 

value of centers’ work but preferred to fund direct-

service organizations. 
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Recommendations 
The challenges raised by presenting centers 

generally fell into four categories: (1) working with 

university administrators, (2) cultivating faculty 

support, (3) hiring and retaining faculty, and 

(4) securing sustainable funding. In this section, 

we offer strategies to address these challenges, 

drawn from presenting centers and from 

published research (Figure 1). 

Establish regular communication with 
administrators and faculty 
Regular communication with administrators and 

faculty can help build positive relationships and 

increase awareness of the value that centers can 

bring to a university. Several center directors gave 

tips on how they had opened avenues for commu-

Figure 1. Summary of Recommendations 
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nication. One center director shared that the center 

“had a monthly newsletter and would make sure all of the 

administrators were included on that circulation list, or 

sometimes sent them personal notes when we got a big 

grant.” Centers’ relationships with certain commu-

nities or influential community members can also 

be valuable to university administrators. One cen-

ter director described how she had leveraged their 

community relationships by inviting administrators 

to meetings with community advisory boards: 

Credentials of the board and opportunity to interact 

with them was also important to administrators. 

Inviting them to board meetings allowed them to 

interact with the board but also hear what was hap-

pening in the center. Our deans and administrators 

would often come to our board meetings. 

 Another director said, “If you don’t show 

faculty the different ways to be involved, they don’t 

get involved,” and stressed the importance of 

regularly communicating these different ways to 

faculty. Some options are a minimal commitment, 

such as giving a talk, other options are deeper 

commitments, such as applying for a grant with the 

center or participating in center-led research 

projects. 

 Reaching out to newly hired faculty was 

another important tip. One center director shared 

how her center had done “strategic outreach to new fac-

ulty to help them understand the importance of interdiscipli-

nary work and the value the center could provide through col-

laborations on grants, projects, research, and papers.” 

Building relationships with faculty early on helped 

offset the influence of departments who “didn’t 

appreciate the value of interdisciplinary work and would 

often advise new faculty not to collaborate or be involved with 

others outside their department.” 

Describe how centers benefit departments 
and faculty 
Many center directors talked about how they had 

struggled to get faculty or administrators to under-

stand the purpose of their work. They highlighted 

the need to communicate how a center’s work 

complements and extends (rather than duplicates) 

the work done in academic departments as well as 

how centers can benefit faculty. 

 The disciplinary research conducted within 

many university departments provides a critical 

foundation for problem-solving. However, most 

real-world problems are highly complex, necessitat-

ing integration of research from different fields 

(Arnold et al., 2021; Leahey & Barringer, 2020; Van 

Noorden, 2015). Centers can facilitate this process 

by providing the expertise, time, and administrative 

capacity needed to build inter- and transdisciplinary 

collaborations and community relationships. In 

doing so, they play a critical role in helping faculty 

and departments extend and apply their research to 

solve real-world problems. 

 Centers are network-builders, connecting fac-

ulty with communities within and outside of aca-

demia. At a most basic level, centers help facilitate, 

as one presenter said, “social connection amongst peo-

ple.” For faculty, this could mean anything from 

engaging deeply with a center’s work or participat-

ing informally in center-hosted gatherings “to get to 

know people better in ways that can lead to the next grant 

proposal.” One center organized an annual summit 

for faculty and non-university partners to meet, 

build relationships, generate project ideas, and 

apply for seed funding. The most important part of 

the summit for many faculty was relationship-

building: “Faculty come to the summit not because they’re 

looking for another project but because they’re interested in 

seeing what’s happening and maybe being involved,” and 

ultimately, “people end up working together as friends, not 

just business associates.” This is echoed in the litera-

ture on centers and institutes: engaging with faculty 

from other departments or communities outside 

the university can help faculty build community 

and “networks of practice,” making academia feel 

less isolating (Mallon, 2006; Nyden, 2003; Rhoten, 

2003). Moreover, Rhoten (2003) found that engag-

ing with centers increased faculty’s interdisciplinary 

research opportunities by 20%, facilitated infor-

mation-sharing, and promoted greater creativity 

and collaboration. 

 The networks built by centers can include 

many different types of community partners, 

including government agencies, researchers at 

other institutions, funders, local organizations, and 

community members. Such community engage-

ment provides numerous benefits to faculty, 

departments, and to the integrity of research pro-
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jects. It helps build trust in research and ensures 

that it is relevant to particular community contexts, 

strengthening the rigor, relevance, and reach of 

research projects (Balazs & Morello-Frosch, 2013; 

Israel et al., 2006; Mendes et al., 2014) and in some 

cases, leads to higher-impact publications (Biancani 

et al., 2018; Van Noorden, 2015). Community 

engagement is often meaningful to individual fac-

ulty members, many of whom find it gratifying to 

see their work being put to use by communities or 

policymakers, or to see it gain public visibility 

through the media (Nyden, 2003). Moreover, com-

munity engagement connects researchers with the 

“human face” of the issues they study in ways that 

can foster compassion and cultivate a greater sense 

of value in their work (Nyden, 2003). 

 Because of the ways in which centers’ work 

differs from that of departments, centers can also 

access funding sources that departments cannot, 

including foundation funding or cooperative agree-

ments with government agencies at the city, state, 

and federal levels (Biancani et al., 2018; Mallon 

2006). By engaging with centers or applying 

together for grants, faculty can gain access to fund-

ing that would otherwise be unavailable to them. 

Explain how faculty can benefit centers 
While it is important to communicate the benefits 

that centers can bring to faculty, explaining how 

faculty can benefit centers is just as key. Faculty 

can provide financial support that can help a center 

maintain key programs when other funding is lim-

ited. Presenters shared that they have had faculty 

write the center into grants, and Israel et al. (2006) 

give an example of faculty using research incentive 

funds to support core center staff during times of 

scarcity. Moreover, faculty can be key advocates 

for centers. Several presenters emphasized that fac-

ulty can help secure university funding and admin-

istrative support. As one center director put it, “The 

importance of administrators hearing about center benefits 

from their own faculty cannot be underestimated; it’s criti-

cally important.” Faculty can also help recruit other 

faculty to work with a center. Nyden (2003) 

emphasizes the impact of faculty speaking directly 

to peers about the type of work a center does and 

the benefit it can provide to them as faculty. 

“Grow the pie for everyone” 
Many center directors said that some faculty or 

departments view centers as competitors for lim-

ited resources. Communicating how centers com-

plement the work of departments or other centers 

can offset some fears around competition. One 

director shared how he has made this difference 

extremely explicit: “I stated publicly and repeatedly that 

the institute would not take on any projects that could be 

done by a disciplinary department and I passed on opportu-

nities for disciplinary projects to relevant departments and 

colleagues.” Moreover, emphasizing that centers can 

utilize different sources of funding than depart-

ments and faculty, and focusing on applying for 

those pots of funding, can reinforce the mindset 

that centers “grow the pie for everyone rather than stealing 

their piece of an existing pie.” This is critical outside the 

university as well; one center director mentioned 

that they were conscientious about avoiding fund-

ing sources that could be tapped by nonprofits or 

other community-based organizations. 

 While decisions like this can help mitigate the 

competition problem, some competition can come 

from administrative rules outside of a center’s con-

trol. As one presenter emphasized, “University budget 

models can really pit departments and centers against each 

other, leaving interdisciplinary projects caught in the mid-

dle.” For example, many universities have rules dic-

tating that overhead on grants accrues only to the 

academic unit of the principal investigator (PI). 

This can create competition for PI-ship within pro-

ject teams because everyone involved (faculty, 

departments, centers) wants to receive those funds. 

Several presenters gave examples of how their 

administrations had reworked these rules to change 

overhead allocations so that faculty collaborators 

are no longer caught between departments and 

centers. One center director who reported that 

their overhead was split equitably between all aca-

demic units and faculty shared that “While faculty get 

less than they would with different rules, it’s not something 

we haggle over, it’s never been seen as taking away.” At a 

second center, similar rules have incentivized fac-

ulty to participate in center grants, and a third 

reported that administrators made a change that 

maintained the overhead rate for departments but 

added more funds for an interdisciplinary program. 

While many centers preferred the idea of redistrib-
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uting overhead, one center took the opposite 

approach and strategically decided not to advocate 

for redistribution. In their case, having the over-

head go to departments appeased department 

chairs and helped them see the center as a value-

add rather than a competitor. Overhead can also be 

a challenge when centers work with community 

organizations, given the size of community-level 

grants compared with large research grants to a 

university. To offset the perceived loss of funds to 

the university, one center director decided to apply 

for more federal funding to bring in additional 

money to the university.  

Use key metrics to prove centers’ value 
to administrators 
It is also critical that centers identify and communi-

cate the ways in which their work contributes to 

university-level metrics. Grants and papers are 

standard metrics within most university systems, 

and one former center director talked about how 

their center “kept a running list of grant-funded projects 

and papers on our website so we could easily pull totals and 

titles for administrators.” They asked faculty collabora-

tors to send information from the annual activity 

reports they already had to prepare. Some research 

also indicates that by facilitating interdisciplinary 

research, centers can produce higher-impact publi-

cations and increase faculty productivity relative to 

that of departments (Sabharwal & Hu, 2013). 

While collecting data that compares such metrics 

for centers and departments could be challenging, 

highlighting high-impact publications or increased 

faculty productivity that result from center activi-

ties could be beneficial. 

 Several center directors also discussed the 

importance of showing that their centers brought 

in more funding than the university contributed to 

center operations, i.e., a positive ROI. However, 

they cautioned that ROI can be difficult to define 

(e.g., is it over the course of a year or over the life-

time of a grant) and hard to prove, especially with 

limited administrative capacity. One center had 

built strategic relationships with the Research 

Foundation and Office of Research at their univer-

sity to run reports on grant awards and ROI. These 

reports, he noted, were difficult to get because 

“these analyses are not typically performed and require good 

relationships and some cajoling of those with the data and 

authority to run reports.” Highlighting center funding 

from sources that are unavailable to departments 

can also help demonstrate that the center is attract-

ing funds the university would otherwise be unable 

to access. 

 Some centers helped facilitate degree programs 

or involve students in their work. For these cen-

ters, presenters shared that reporting student 

enrollment or other similar statistics could also be 

valuable metrics. Similarly, the type of work done 

in centers and through their networks can attract 

both new and “star” faculty who bolster the uni-

versity’s reputation (Mallon, 2006; Rhoten, 2003). 

Rhoten (2003) found that graduate students (the 

next generation of faculty) were particularly excited 

to work with centers. A presenter echoed this, 

emphasizing that new hires had been especially 

eager to engage with their center. A center’s contri-

bution to faculty and student recruitment is an-

other valuable metric for center leaders to share 

with administrators by, for example, providing tes-

timony from faculty or students about how the 

center was part of what drew them to the 

university. 

 Finally, presenters spoke to the value of 

highlighting the community impact of their work. 

One shared that, “As academics, we’re not trained to 

take credit for our impacts,” and that he has been 

encouraged to take more credit for more of the 

community work the center has led. Another 

director echoed this advice, saying that he has 

learned to “write your impact statements with great 

confidence.” Evidence of community impact can be 

valuable to administrators at public universities, 

who need evidence of the university’s impact to 

justify the university budget to legislators. For 

private universities, alumni and donors respond 

to similar metrics (Nyden, 2003). Moreover, 

community projects can gain media attention in a 

way that traditional research does not, bolstering 

the university’s public image (Nyden, 2003). 

Positive media coverage about a center’s public 

impact may also be welcomed by administrators. 

While community impact can be a useful metric 

to share, center directors also urged caution: if a 

university publicly credits a center in ways that 

exclude other partners, this can harm community 
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relationships. Moreover, community impact can 

be difficult to quantify, especially because many 

centers work toward systemic change. As one 

director put it, 

We asked, “what if we could shift food insecurity rates 

from 6% to 5% and people recognized us as having a 

big role in that?” Administrators immediately recog-

nized the value of bringing those numbers to the state 

legislature. But a change like that requires other things 

to happen too, and it can be hard to trace back to your 

involvement. 

Support faculty who work with centers 
Because university incentive structures are rarely 

oriented to support inter- and transdisciplinary or 

community-engaged work, working with centers 

can be a challenge for faculty, particularly before 

they receive tenure. Presenters discussed ways to 

support early career faculty, for example, by includ-

ing them on grants and papers, mentoring them, 

and advocating for them during tenure review.  

 When collaborating with faculty on grant 

applications, one center director noted the 

importance of applying for funds to cover summer 

salary for faculty or to buy them out of teaching 

obligations. Another presenter shared that center 

staff met with faculty a few times a year to learn 

about their research and other projects. This 

helped the center be strategic in identifying larger 

grant programs that could support faculty projects. 

 Centers can also play a critical role in support-

ing junior faculty. Nyden (2003) suggests that 

building mentoring networks for junior faculty to 

connect with senior faculty is important to career 

advancement. A presenter echoed this, saying that 

mentoring by experienced senior faculty “is critical 

in helping junior faculty ensure that they are achieving the 

output that is expected by their administrators and promo-

tion and tenure committees, while engaging in center work.” 

Additionally, center directors can provide annual 

letters of evaluation to explain a faculty member’s 

contributions to the center’s research, teaching, 

and outreach. One presenter shared that “these letters 

can be included in junior faculty promotion and tenure dossi-

ers and tend to be valued by both the junior faculty members 

and their administrators and promotion and tenure 

committees.” 

Adjust university reward structures 
While university reward structures are outside of a 

center’s direct control, centers can advocate for 

important changes to the institutional barriers that 

limit faculty engagement in community-engaged 

and interdisciplinary work (Biancani et al., 2018; 

Mallon, 2006; Mendes et al., 2014; Nyden, 2003; 

Rhoten, 2003). Some center directors discussed the 

impact that such changes have had at their univer-

sities. At one university, administrators provided 

funding for 50/50 faculty appointments with time 

split between a center and a department. Another 

center used university and endowment funding 

toward partial support of faculty appointments. 

Both strategies allowed faculty to dedicate time to 

the center’s work, improved center capacity, and 

brought a more integrative lens to disciplinary 

departments. Split positions may, however, cause 

confusion during the promotion process, if the 

disciplinary department assumes their promotion 

criteria (for example, number of papers or total 

grant funds) apply equally to the faculty member’s 

entire appointment. 

 Tenure and promotion guidelines can be 

revised to recognize interdisciplinary and commu-

nity-based work. Extension faculty promotion cri-

teria may be useful models because Extension posi-

tions include community engagement and out-

reach. A presenter said they had had more success 

working with Extension faculty, compared with 

research and teaching faculty, because Extension 

job descriptions were more aligned with the cen-

ter’s goals and approaches. Guidelines have been 

developed to support community-based participa-

tory research (CBPR), a specific form of commu-

nity engagement in which power is shared between 

researchers and community members who are 

actively involved in the research process (Balazs & 

Morello-Frosch, 2013; Israel et al., 2006). Not all 

centers practice CBPR per se, but because many 

centers do community-engaged work, the recom-

mendations for supporting CBPR (e.g., Jordan, 

2006; O’Meara, 2012) may be applicable. Jordan 

(2007) and Nyden (2003) provide example dossiers, 

recommendations for developing supportive guide-
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lines, and other useful resources. Additionally, 

Nyden (2003) recommends supporting faculty 

engaged in CBPR by: 

• Developing leave policies or reducing 

course loads for faculty engaged in com-

munity work; 

• Establishing adjunct appointments shared 

by the university and an organization, social 

service agency, or regional advocacy group; 

• Creating fellowships to support community 

members who engage in research or teach-

ing; and/or 

• Using institutional review boards to assess 

the degree to which research benefits the 

community (rather than simply the degree 

to which it minimizes harm). 

 Perhaps even more critical than adjusting 

reward systems for faculty is adjusting reward sys-

tems for administrators, especially for those in po-

sitions of power like deans, provosts, presidents, 

and chancellors. One center director explained that 

“The pressures to which these administrators respond revolve 

around funding, leading to short-term, bottom-line thinking. 

Because turnover in these positions tends to be rapid, new 

administrators often ignore or suppress previous administra-

tions’ investments in favor of new ones for which they can 

claim credit. In such an environment, university support for 

a center can go from 100% to zero very suddenly.” To ad-

dress this, he suggested implementing a reward sys-

tem, dictated by the board of trustees, that would 

secure ongoing support—for example, new faculty 

positions—for established priority challenge areas 

like food system transformation. This would dis-

courage rapid shifts in priorities and help ensure 

university priorities align with the needs of the 

public rather than industry or wealthy donors.  

Use specific hiring practices to recruit 
supportive and more diverse faculty 
Many presenters voiced frustration around their 

lack of control over recruiting and hiring for their 

centers, much of which was done through depart-

ments. However, some presenters successfully 

engaged with cluster hires, and two benefited from 

joint appointments where faculty time was shared 

between the center and a department or across two 

centers. The joint appointments had multiple bene-

fits, including increasing engagement in social 

equity issues and interdisciplinary research and 

enhancing information flow between center and 

department faculty and staff. Presenters also identi-

fied position changes that could support a more 

diverse applicant pool: 

We found that when we listed joint center-department 

positions that explicitly list expectations for community-

engaged scholarship and interdisciplinary work, they are 

attractive to a more diverse candidate pool. They led to 

the kind of diverse hiring profile that administrations 

prize. The position descriptions need to change if uni-

versities want more diverse faculty. A critically impor-

tant complement, however, is serious work on the uni-

versity culture and reward systems that have resulted in 

a high percentage of white male faculty in the first place. 

Presenters made a variety of recommendations 

around funding sources and strategies: 

• Identify a person or group of people whose 

time is at least partially dedicated to fund-

raising, e.g., hire a development director, 

create an alumni board, or work with depart-

ment administrative staff who have grant 

writing as part of their job description; 

• Diversify funding sources (though one pre-

senter warned that risk-averse administra-

tors may balk at unusual sources of 

funding); 

• Explore fee-for-service work (e.g., training, 

technical assistance, speaking engagements); 

• Share funding and center staff with com-

munity partners, and help partners build 

their own capacity to support collaborative 

projects in future. 

 Presenters also provided more detailed recom-

mendations for acquiring funding from within the 

university and covering operating costs. 

Acquiring university funding 
One center successfully used joint appointments 

and combined funding from different administra-

tive units within the university to fund staff posi-

https://rede.ecu.edu/engagement/wp-content/pv-uploads/sites/397/2018/05/Developing-CriteriaforTP.pdf
https://rede.ecu.edu/engagement/wp-content/pv-uploads/sites/397/2018/05/Developing-CriteriaforTP.pdf
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tions. For example, they provided partial funding 

for a department’s communication specialist, which 

not only allowed the position to be full time but 

also improved information flow between the center 

and departmental faculty and staff. At that univer-

sity, Extension is separate from departments, and 

this center had also successfully combined Exten-

sion and college funding to fund the center’s 

director. 

 One presenter said she had had more success 

in securing program funding from the university 

before a program was created or after a program 

was firmly established, rather than in the initial 

stages of the program. For example, before she 

secured external grant funding for the program, she 

successfully convinced administrators to continue 

supporting the program after grant funding ran 

out. She believed this strategy was successful 

because of the hypothetical nature of the agree-

ment: the administrators who made the commit-

ment did not necessarily expect the center to be 

awarded the grant, making them more amenable to 

offering support. She also reported that administra-

tors would sometimes fund programs once they 

had been established and had proven their value to 

Extension or faculty.  

Covering operating costs 
Because most grants will not cover general operat-

ing costs, presenters emphasized the importance of 

having strategies to sustain operating budgets. They 

recommended building administrative costs into 

grants whenever possible. One center director 

shifted limited university funding away from his 

salary and toward his center’s program managers to 

provide more sustainable funding for center staff, 

backfilling his position with grants and other 

sources. When possible, investing university fund-

ing in permanent staff positions can be helpful 

because these positions often receive regular cost-

of-living increases and therefore are similar to an 

investment that accrues interest over time. When 

staff leave the center, the funding stays with the 

center and can be used to rehire staff or to support 

projects, students, communications, or additional 

administrative support. 

 Several centers also took on fee-for-service 

work, which helped cover operating expenses 

because it provided revenue to use how the center 

saw fit. However, other centers noted drawbacks to 

fee-for-service work. Managing contracts, client 

expectations, and university rules for hourly rates 

can add administrative burdens. Moreover, some 

universities required funds in this category to be 

spent down yearly, and some took a percentage for 

college administration. 

 Endowments can also be helpful in covering 

operating costs, but it is difficult to find founda-

tions willing to fund endowments. Individual major 

donors may be more likely sources, but finding and 

cultivating such donors requires extensive and 

dedicated staff time.  

Leverage community relationships 
Most centers had community partnerships, but pre-

senters noted that not all centers recognize the crit-

ical role such relationships can play in maintaining 

center resilience and stability. Community partners 

can support the center in many of the same ways as 

faculty: they can advocate on behalf of the center 

to university administrators (and sometimes to 

state legislators), increase center capacity, and pro-

vide access to additional sources of funding. More-

over, one presenter remarked that community part-

ners can have the power to shape external politics 

in ways that also benefit their partner centers, for 

example by creating new public programs that 

support the shared mission. 

Advocacy: Several center directors shared stories of 

how influential community partners had 

encouraged administrators to support the center. 

Relationships with university alumni, senior 

community leaders, academic organizations, city or 

state budget office staff, local government officials, 

and private funders can be particularly helpful 

because these partners may have a great deal of 

influence in their communities (Israel et al., 2006). 

One center director shared that because their 

community advisory board was composed of “very 

influential people, our administration … really wants to rub 

elbows [with them].” Another said, “We can say to our 

bosses, ‘look at this network, they have political power, you 

need to pay attention,’ and it’s starting to work.” Another 
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way for community partners to support a center is 

to write letters of support. One center director 

said: 

Administrators remember letters from people with 

power. I would solicit letters to be sent to the dean and 

department chair from the directors of key state 

partners—the letters would simply state how invaluable 

the center was in helping that organization achieve a 

key goal. Letters from farmers or food businesses were 

also used on occasion. 

 Another director said that many of their 

community partners were willing to add their 

names and logos to stakeholder sign-on letters to 

the state legislature to support the university’s 

budget for Extension and experiment stations: 

“Those logo letters used to be mostly traditional agriculture 

and forestry stakeholder groups … and now it’s so powerful 

to see all our partners, both community-based and statewide 

groups, there on the page. They add their voices because they 

value us. I hope university leadership sees that.” 

 Donors can also influence university policy, 

and one center shared how they had leveraged their 

W. K. Kellogg endowment to retain faculty and 

staff positions. When the W. K. Kellogg Founda-

tion set up the endowment, the foundation had 

convinced university administrators to commit to 

long-term faculty and staff appointments. Current 

staff were able to hold the university to these com-

mitments during economic downturns when budg-

ets tightened and those positions might have been 

cut. 

Capcity: Presenters also discussed ways in which 

community partners helped sustain center projects 

during times when university support is lacking. 

Partnering with large organizations or agencies that 

have stable funding, staffing, and capacity can be 

particularly valuable. Those relationships can be 

strengthened by inviting them to be part of center 

leadership, for example by holding a position on a 

center’s board of directors (Israel et al., 2006). As 

one presenter explained, “The ideal seems to be a strong 

university center and a well-supported and capable external 

organization or coalition who share leadership and support 

for each other as their own sources of support and capacity 

vary over time.” Some centers have utilized these 

types of relationships to sustain programs over the 

long term. For example, centers have initiated pro-

grams that they have then passed off to community 

partners who can continue the work into the 

future. 

Funding: Community partners with significant 

financial stature can also open doors to funding 

sources. One former center director shared a story 

about how his center had built on such 

partnership: 

During the last few months I was at the center, we 

developed an MOU with a regional bank. This bank 

had developed a loan and technical assistance program 

focused on regional food system businesses and would 

refer some loan clients to the center for technical 

assistance. Even though this bank did not directly 

provide the center funds, this MOU raised the 

credibility of the center with other financial institu-

tions. 

 The same presenter shared that a different 

center he had worked for built a network of food 

system organizations; that network attracted new 

funders to support food system work, growing the 

funding pie for all. 

Build solidarity across centers  
Building solidarity across centers and bringing in 

new perspectives and ideas also supports peer-to-

peer learning and builds capacity and resilience. 

In recent years, INFAS has expanded to include 

1890 and 1994 land-grant institutions through 

graduate student fellowship programs and other 

projects. INFAS members have also connected 

with Hispanic-Serving Agricultural Colleges and 

Universities (HSACUs). Moreover, there is 

opportunity in the future for centers focused on 

agricultural transformation to build and expand 

collaborations with centers whose work inter-

sects with agriculture and food systems from 

different angles, including policy, law, the 

environment, labor, public health, and more. 

Finally, centers within a state or a multistate 

region may build their resilience by identifying 

shared values and creating shared systems that 
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allow them to accomplish more than they can do 

alone.10 

Conclusion 
University centers and institutes have an important 

role in transforming agriculture and food systems. 

Through facilitating the Organization Develop-

ment Working Group within INFAS, we have 

learned about many structural and operational 

choices that support or undermine centers’ resili-

ence and stability. Outcomes of these choices 

depend, of course, on context: all the centers repre-

sented in this paper are housed in different institu-

tional environments, in different parts of the U.S. 

Newer centers face different challenges and have 

different opportunities compared with those 

founded three decades ago. Yet, there are clearly 

many parallels and connections. In this paper, we 

provide a range of recommendations in hopes that 

center leaders can adopt those most relevant to 

their institutional, social, and political contexts. We 

will also continue to collect and share “ah ha’s” 

and “uh oh’s” through the INFAS Organizational 

Development Working Group.11 Many INFAS 

members have spent much of their professional 

lives working with centers and are excited to take 

on informal mentoring roles, help newer centers 

brainstorm ideas and challenges, and share insights 

from their lived experience. If you are interested in 

learning from the group or sharing your experi-

ence, we invite you to join the network. Together, 

we will strengthen our collective capacity to enable 

food systems transformation.  
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