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Figure 1. IRC Process.

In addition to participation, the number of pilots and awarded funds also increased
over time (Figure 2). Starting from 4 pilots and $80,000 awarded in 2014, the IRC
program distributed $290,000 to 10 competitive teams in 2017. Based on the
$465,000 provided for this year’s event—including $200,000 from the Vice President
for Research—we expect to award 15 to 16 pilots for the July 2018 project start date.

Funding agencies increasingly support team science and multi-disciplinary
research.1 Collaborative (multiple principal investigator, MPI) proposals
submitted to NIH increased by 50% from 2010 to 2013,2 and the number of
MPI awards at NSF now matches those from single investigators.3
Effective pilot programs have the potential to build and sustain meaningful
collaborations with high potential for funding and scientific advancement.
The University of Kentucky College of Pharmacy has implemented a
university-wide pilot program with the overarching goal of creating new
cross-college collaborations. Since 2014, the Igniting Research
Collaborations (IRC) program (suggested
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$80K in support to 15 diverse colleges and $465K in support. Of the 26
pilots awarded at $15K to $35K, 19% successfully competed for extramural
funding for a total of almost $12M—a 17-fold return on investment. Further
success is expected as 11 projects are ongoing or recently completed.
Principal features of the IRC program include: 1. optional networking event
where faculty engage with new collaborators and interests are matched to
topic areas; 2. associate dean involvement throughout the lifecycle from
inviting faculty to the networking event to selecting proposals for funding; 3.
concluding symposium to share progress and results as well as stimulate
next cycle’s projects. Next steps involve further integration with units at the
university level to streamline processes.
Summary: The growing IRC program engages collaborative researchers
and senior administrators to produce innovative cross-college proposals.
1. http://www.sciencemag.org/careers/features/2013/09/navigating-collaborative-grant-research
2. https://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2014/07/11/how-do-multi-pi-applications-fare/
3. https://www.nsf.gov/nsb/publications/2017/nsb201726.pdf

BACKGROUND AND METHODS
The Overarching Program Goal for the Igniting Research
Collaborations (IRC) program is to foster new cross-college
collaborations.
Innovative discoveries arise when experts from
diverse fields collaborate on a problem. The IRC
program seeks to increase interdisciplinary scientific
engagement and leverage the breadth of expertise
across campus to tackle important health problems in
the Commonwealth of Kentucky. The University of
Kentucky is one of eight universities in the nation
with the full range of undergraduate, graduate,
professional, medical, engineering, and agricultural
programs on one campus, which creates distinct
opportunities for collaborative research.
Each year, the College of Pharmacy Research Office
completes five major activities to support the IRC
program (Figure 1).
1) The Associate Dean for Research, with support from the Dean, recruits
stakeholders and funding partners each year from other colleges and units
on campus. Primarily, associate deans for research recommend topics,
identify faculty attendees, serve as catalysts for the annual networking
event, and select pilots for funding.
2) At the 4-hr networking event, faculty are introduced to the IRC program.
Three 5-min presentations about core services on campus are given.
Breakout sessions are held in which 6-8 faculty members discuss an
assigned topic, and then review their ideas for potential collaborations with
the entire group. The event ends with an hour of unstructured networking
including appetizers and libations.

Figure 2. Pilots Awarded.
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3) Pilot applications require a new collaboration between faculty from at least 2
colleges. Proposals require a 2-page research plan, 1-page biosketch for each
investigator, and 1 page budget and justification. Participation in the networking
event is not required for pilot submission. Awards are provided for 6 months, and
extensions to 12 months are permitted.
4) Award recipients are required to submit a progress report and present their
findings at the annual IRC symposium.
5) Throughout the year, the Research Office tracks budgets, expenditures, new
extramural proposal submissions, and extramural awards.

RESULTS
The IRC program has grown
from 2 colleges contributing
funds in 2014 to 3 colleges in
2015 and 2016 and then to 8
colleges in 2017. In 2018, 15
out of the 16 colleges on
campus participated (Table
1.) Participation to date in
2018 was defined as serving
as
a
funding
partner,
associate dean involvement,
and/or faculty attending the
networking event.

Table 1. Participating
colleges.

2018 Participating Colleges and Units
Vice President for Research
Agriculture, Food and Environment
Arts and Sciences
Business and Economics
Communication and Information
Dentistry
Design
Education
Engineering
Fine Arts
Health Sciences
Libraries
Medicine
Nursing
Pharmacy
Public Health
Social Work

# of Pilots
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Of the 26 pilot projects funded from 2014 to 2017, 5 competed successfully for
extramural funds (Table 2). One project resulted in 2 separate awards from NIH, and
one additional R01 is expected. A separate project not selected for funding by the
IRC program successfully received funding through the NIH R21/R33 mechanism.
Success rates thus far for extramural awards by year are: 25% for 2014 (1/4); 50%
for 2015 (3/6); 0% for 2016 (0/6; one award expected); 10% for 2017 (1/10).
Additional awards are possible, since many of the 2017 pilots are ongoing or
projects were completed during the previous month. As a result of the program, new
collaborations also led to numerous publications.

Table 2. Extramural Awards to Date.

Grant Mechanism Departments
R01 subaward
P01
R56
R35
R56
R41 subaward

Sociology, Pharmacy Practice & Science, Psychology
Chemistry, Pharmaceutical Sciences
Chemistry, Physiology, Pharmacology
Chemistry, Physiology, Pharmacology
Pharmacology, Pharmaceutical Sciences
Engineering, Chemistry, Pharmaceutical Sciences

Return on Investment

17-fold

Award

$371,154
$9,093,363
$524,989
$1,545,510
$191,250
$122,582

$11,848,848

CONCLUSIONS
Sponsors increasingly recognize the value of truly collaborative research—
consider the new NIH RM1 mechanism, for example. Indeed, both NIH and NSF
show increased evidence of MPI proposals. In competitive funding
environments, successful applicants now require an exceptional level of
creativity, persistence, and collaborations to compete at a high level. Important
components of the IRC program include: 1) input and buy-in from senior
research leadership, 2) requirement that pilots represent new cross-college
collaborations, 3) maintaining a relationship with participants from proposal to
symposium and tracking of outcomes. Effective pilot programs have the
potential to build and sustain meaningful collaborations to weather the
unpredictable challenges of today's funding environments.

