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DATA  F I R S T  A P P RO A C H 

From the outset of the OIEx project, it quickly became 

clear that each of the participating schools managed their 

research information sets in a myriad of different ways. 

There was no consistent research information platform 

used by each Ohio institution. Tim explains that the project 

team recognized that if they were to be successful they 

would have to honor the investments the universities had 

already made in systems and that it would be a mistake to 

suggest supplanting these existing systems and institutional 

workflows from the level of the state. 

In a strategic masterstroke, the team designed the project 

to focus on “data first”, working with the participating 

institutions to identify, assemble and source simply the 

data. Tim says, “We didn’t care what systems were used 

locally to manage the data. In one case, a category of data 

was tracked and managed locally in analog form. Often 

universities would not have enterprise-level visibility 

into this data because it is managed at a department or 

unit level. We had to honor this culture, especially as the 

institutions were volunteering the time and effort of their 

staff to go out and find this information.” 

Tim adds that the ways in which each of these universities 

interact with industry was also very different. “For some, it 

was a one-person show, for others, it was a robust office 

of individuals working across the scope of the institution. 

Also, from a cultural perspective, separate schools didn’t 

really work together in technology transfer and industry 

engagement.” Tim explains that it wasn’t a case of these 

schools being highly competitive with each other, but 

rather that as they had each grown with their own industry 

engagement offices, collaborating with the school on the 

other side of the state was not the first thing they thought 

about. Tim continues, “We had to rethink the rules of 

engagement with these schools. We had to try to build a 

culture that meant that if an enquiry from industry was 

received by one school, and if the required expertise was 

recognized to be in another school, then this enquiry could 

easily be passed from one school to the other.” 

The project team worked with the participating schools 

to target the data of interest and progressed through to 

develop a central strategy for data submission. Each of the 

participating institutions then went to find that information. 

In addition, the Ohio Manufacturing Institute was an early 

participant to help bridge and explore collaborations 

between the manufacturing industry and academia. Tim 

stresses the importance of adding Ohio Manufacturing 

Institute as a partner: “They brought a customer 

perspective to the table to insure we didn’t end up with a 

project team and solution geared exclusively for academics. 

We quickly realized that the categories of information that 

may be valuable in the academic arena might not have the 

same value to an industry-focused audience. By having an 

industry voice at the table, we were trying to ensure that 

we did not miss the mark. It was an all-volunteer army, who 

aligned to the idea that these institutions are part of the 

state and that it was part of their mission as well to help 

achieve effective higher education-industry collaboration.”  

 

The OIEx feasibility study looked carefully at the historical 

barriers to higher ed-industry collaboration. Tim commented, 

“Industry officials would often report on the challenge 

of finding experts in academia. While industry was more 

than willing to call upon the expertise of university faculty 

or try to seek research services, equipment or IP, they 

suffered from diminished visibility into the key academic 

assets.” Tim explains that the barrier is the way in which 

universities are organized in the digital world. Universities 

are highly decentralized and have information managed by 

many different departments and in many different locations. 

“There’s plenty of information on the Web on academic 

expertise, but it’s all over the place. With OIEx, we wanted 

to create a single, multi-university resource that provide 

enhanced visibility into expertise, equipment and research 

support services and available IP.”

Industry officials would often report 
on the challenge of finding experts in 
academia. While industry was more 
than willing to call upon the expertise 
of university faculty or try to seek 
research services, equipment or IP,  
they suffered from diminished visibility 
into the key academic assets.

—  T I M  C A I N
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N E V E R  R E K E Y  T H E  DATA 

Jeff says that ensuring faculty members would never have to 

enter data into the system more than once came up early 

in the discussion. The team at Ohio State University (OSU) 

raised this key consideration; OSU had already implemented ​

Elements​ on campus to suppor t their promotion and tenure 

process. Jeff says that OH-TECH wanted to leverage the 

high level of data curation already completed in the OSU ​

Elements ​instance and so they turned to the Digital Science 

team for a solution. Jeff commented that this is where the 

Symplectic product management team led by Kate Byrne and 

Dave Budenberg really stepped up and presented us with 

an option, which was fairly new to us. Jeff says, “In OIEx, we 

connected two ​Elements​ systems together so that the data 

from the OSU instance remained the authoritative source 

for that institution and fed the curated data to the OH-

TECH ​Elements​ instance in OIEx.” Jeff says this allowed them 

to realize great efficiency by leveraging the OSU source of 

authority for their faculty data along with the publication 

curation. “We imported this data directly in real time via 

API calls from the OSU ​Elements instance to the OH-TECH ​

Elements​ instance. Elegantly, the data is locked and cannot be 

enhanced in OH-TECH, so OSU retains the single source of 

truth for the data it submits to OIEx.”

T E C H N I C A L  P E R S P E C T I V E  O N  O I E X 

Jeff Smith and his team oversees the suppor t and security of 

the centralized data warehouse in which the seed data about 

faculty and equipment resides. Jeff and his team also look 

after the mechanisms, processes, and specifications through 

which the par ticipating universities would submit data to the 

central data warehouse ready to be fed into Elements for 

curation and enrichment. 

Following their data-first approach, they looked to established 

mechanisms used for repor ting requirements of the 

universities to the State Government. HEI housed at OH-

TECH already provided the inputs for data areas of academic 

programs, enrollments, facilities, faculty and staff, financials, 

and financial aid for students for repor ting to the State and 

Federal governments. It was determined that HEI could 

provide OIEx with much of the faculty and staff data they 

needed. Jeff Smith comments, “We added an additional data 

area to the system and now we have a central data feed 

point for OIEx where faculty and institutions can come and 

submit those files specifically to a faculty directory of activity, 

qualifications, honors and awards. This is what goes through 

to the OH-TECH instance of Elements​ in OIEx. It all has the 

same front end on the campus side and we take this and 

route it to ​Elements​.”



C H A L L E N G E S  I N  T H E  P RO J E C T 

Jeff and the technical team at OH-TECH thought 

strategically about the challenges upfront at the start of the 

project. Disambiguation and strategic collection of the data 

were primary concerns. Jeff recalls: “We identified that we 

would do this through the ​Higher Education Information 

System, ​but there were a variety of ways people were 

managing this data locally in the participating institutions, 

and some of the data processes were even analog.” Jeff 

and his team considered questions about the challenges 

associated with the data workflow such as, how were they 

going to keep OIEx up to date? How would they be able to 

motivate people to participate and stay on top of the data? 

And how once they overcame the technical challenge of 

moving data through HEI to the ​Elements​ platform and on 

to the OIEx portal, would they handle data curation? Jeff 

stresses that they had to figure out the most strategic way 

to approach this from the perspective of faculty, minimizing 

frustration for these end users of the system. Jeff adds 

that Digital Science helped here by providing high quality 

support for the use of federated logins established on 

campus, and by presenting faculty (and their administrative 

delegates) with a very intuitive, user-friendly interface in ​

Elements to make it as easy and as quick as possible for 

them to submit or claim their data. 

M A K I N G  O I E X  A  S U C C E S S 

Tim, Jeff and the OH-TECH working group were keenly 

aware from the outset of the OIEx project, that it would 

not be enough to build a portal to expect end users 

and public visitors to engage with it. They had learned 

this from looking at other state models. Tim adds: “The 

Web doesn’t need another watering hole. We needed 

to think about the customer service around the portal.” 

So in parallel to specifying and releasing the technology 

layer, the working group engaged in building up a human 

support network around the portal. “We had ongoing 

conversations with the professionals at each participating 

university whose role it is to interface with industry. 

These people have been thinking about the hand-offs, the 

triaging and workflows around the system, all the basic 

customer service tenets that would help the portal realize 

real engagements between academia and industry. Because 

we are building this human network around the portal to 

support it, we will get richer information on interactions 

and collaborations. It’s a work in progress and we hope to 

demonstrate that the portal is generating interactions that 

are leading to meaningful collaborations.” 
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We had ongoing conversations with the professionals at each participating 
university whose role it is to interface with industry. These people have 
been thinking about the hand-offs, the triaging and workflows around the 
system, all the basic customer service tenets that would help the portal 
realize real engagements between academics and industry.

—  T I M  C A I N

We received 15 competitive submissions, and Digital Science’s submission 
quickly rose to the top in meeting our requirements. Digital Science also 
demonstrated that they understood the drivers of higher education; the 
complexities of institutional data, the decentralized and myriad ways this 
data is often managed, but most importantly they could point to proven 
strategies and ways to deal with that.  We also wanted a provider who  
was at the forefront of modern informatics, one who was progressive in  
its thinking of how to integrate data sources such as ​Altmetrics​.

—  T I M  C A I N

D I G I TA L  S C I E N C E  D E L I V E R E D 

Jeff says that decision to award the state-initiated, request 

for proposals (RFP) to Digital Science was largely based on 

a need for an off-the-shelf, vendor suppor ted solution. “We 

did not want to invest in a custom-developed application 

because although OH-TECH does have an IT staff we didn’t 

have resources that could be dedicated to this project for 

some number of years. There would be too many unknowns: 

How long would it take to build OIEx? What would be the 

best way to take it to market? Would the project be too 

costly to deliver? We also wanted to install and on-board 

institutions quickly.” 

The project team looked at several different options from 

vendors and Jeff says they were impressed by the polished 

look and feel of the ​Symplectic Elements​ user interface. 

“Ultimately, the faculty were going to be asked at some point 

to go in and curate their profiles and we had to think what 

would be the easiest tool for them to use. We also looked 

at the data attributes that were required for the project and 

these mapped quite well to what was available from ​Elements ​

out of the box. The publications and citations data sources 

in Elements​ were also impressive. OhioLINK, a membership 

consor tium of nearly one hundred and twenty academic 

libraries in Ohio, holds a statewide contract for ​Web of 

Science,​ which facilitates access to this A&I database for the 

six institutions par ticipating in OIEx. We could turn on the ​

Web of Science​ data source for harvesting inside ​Elements​, 

and this was a big leg up for Digital Science in the RFP.” 

Tim adds that the RFP was designed to be ambitious in its 

scope. The project team mapped out over one hundred 

functionality requirements desired in the technology layer. 

These included handling the data complexities, tapping into 

licensed data sources provided by OhioLINK and other third 

par ties; repor ting and modern analytics, and social media. 

Tim says: “The solution needed to be more than an online 

phonebook of information. We received 15 competitive 

submissions, and Digital Science’s submission quickly rose 

to the top in meeting our requirements. Digital Science 

also demonstrated that they understood the drivers of 

higher education; the complexities of institutional data, the 

decentralized and myriad ways this data is often managed, 

but most importantly, they could point to proven strategies 

and ways to deal with that.  We also wanted a provider who 

was at the forefront of modern informatics, one who was 

progressive in its thinking of how to integrate data sources 

such as ​Altmetrics​. These are things we might not think about 

now but would be important fur ther down the road.” 
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