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Cultivating Relationships with Industry 
An InfoReady Review Case Study 
	
 
How Cal State’s Agriculture Research Institute unites faculty, students, and partners using 
InfoReady Review and Engagement Hub 
	
The State of California is by far the largest agricultural economy in the nation, producing 
400-plus commodities worth over $50 billion last year. That includes one-third of the 
vegetables and two-thirds of the fruits and nuts consumed in the United States. Such 
economic diversity requires not only a highly capable workforce, but significant research 
expertise and activity, particularly given today’s environmental, resources, and other 
challenges. And that’s where Cal State’s Agricultural Research Institute (ARI) comes into 
the picture.  
 
Led by Executive Director David Still, Ph.D., himself a leading research scientist, ARI’s role 
is a complex and multifaceted one:  
 

• Linking Cal State’s research faculty to externally funded research opportunities  
 

• Linking Cal State’s research faculty with the State’s 40+ commodity boards 
(almonds, prunes, etc.), which are organizations funded by growers for crop 
researchers 
 

• Conversely, helping those commodity boards get matched with needed research 
support 

 
• Cross-promoting the commodity boards to both internal Cal State constituents 

within the 23-campus system and outside audiences 
 

• Supporting Cal State students in securing research, internship, and ultimately 
employment opportunities within the State’s ag community.  

 
It is a mission focused on supporting applied research to benefit California agriculture, and 
in the process also benefiting CSU faculty and the industry’s next generation of leaders. 
 
As Dr. Still phrases it, “We regularly communicate with the California agricultural community 
and find out what their high priority issues are, and then we connect faculty and secure the 
resources to conduct applied research to address these issues. We also hire our students – 
there’s a pool of 750,000 in the CSU system -- mostly undergraduates, and they work in our 
labs. Through this experience they get deep disciplinary knowledge in their field, learn how 



to conduct specific research, and most importantly, learn how to think critically. So that's 
how we're attacking developing this professional workforce.” 
. 
How do you manage multiple objectives, multiple audiences, multiple funders? 

	
But developing the processes to engage scientists in ag research and to educate the next 
generation of the State’s agriculture leadership is only one part of ARI’s role. In David Still’s 
words “As scientists, we’re quite used to talking to other scientists, but a critical part of our 
mission is to make certain the work we're doing is disseminated to the public, so they know 
what we're doing, support what we're doing, and understand that we're doing this for the 
benefit of society. We also want and need to communicate with the industry, and it's 
become apparent over the last three years that we need to redouble our efforts with both 
constituencies.” 
 
With State legislative funding, the ARI has a major presence on six CSU campuses –Chico, 
Fresno, Humboldt, Monterey Bay, Pomona, and San Luis Obispo. Over the last few years, 
the agricultural program has further expanded to 17 additional campuses, with David’s 
office serving as a hub.  
 
Each ARI campus throughout the State has a campus coordinator and a good degree of 
autonomy and latitude. That makes it imperative David’s office works with individual deans 
and university presidents, as well as industry representatives, to ensure there’s alignment in 
the program’s strategic thinking, to ensure it’s running efficiently, and to assess ways of 
increasing program impact. All of that involves continuous communication, a task that is 
central to the hub. 
 
The communication challenge faced by ARI isn’t just a function of its internal and external 
audiences, but the scope of the enterprise itself.  Since the Institute’s 1999 inception, it has 
allocated $171 million of funding on close to 1000 projects. $80 million of that total came 
from State funds, matched by $91 million of other funding. 
 
In terms of where funds are expended, David explains “Our funding areas are basically 
anything involving any aspect of agriculture – from advanced technologies, robotics, and 
artificial intelligence to traditional animal and plant production, human nutrition, and all 
points between. The matching program requires that we go out and find the funds to 
support the project we want to do. About 41% of our matching funds come from federal 
grants to faculty and our own office. State agencies provide another 20 percent and 
industry about one-third.” 
 
ARI’s volume of research requires not only considerable faculty expertise, but student 
research assistance as well, and the CSU system provides an abundance of eager learners. 
“Within the CSU system we have 15,000 agriculture majors,” David continues, “and the six 



campuses comprising the core of ARI boast 11,000 AG majors, so there is someone doing 
agricultural research and activity pretty much anywhere you look. In fact, we probably have 
more students involved in ag than any other organization in the US.” 
 
Such hands-on experience benefits students in multiple ways. “These research 
opportunities not only improve undergraduate retention,” David argues, “but students 
actually see that what they're studying, so classroom learning isn't just an abstract thought. 
They get exposed to things at much greater depth, and it's just amazing to see these 
students come in here and work. They end up having higher GPAs than students not 
involved in undergraduate research, and that in turn increases the percentage who will 
matriculate in graduate school.” 
 
“It’s interesting, too, that across our 23 campuses are students and faculty in other 
disciplines who contribute significantly to agriculture. For example, we fund people in 
biology so they can bring ecological, wildlife, and biodiversity concepts to agriculture. We 
work with people in engineering and people in biochemistry, organic, and even physical 
chemistry, depending on their interests and our needs. We work a great deal with computer 
science because artificial intelligence is critical to us and our industry partners, especially in 
terms of remote sensing, projects that generate or use big data, and bioinformatics used in 
gene sequencing and breeding.” 
 
Examples of projects ARI supports include regenerative agriculture, which involves 
developing farming practices that help build soil health by improving soil structure and 
microbial communities.  Healthy soils are effective in sequestering carbon and this in turn 
helps mitigate global warming caused by excess CO2 being released into the atmosphere. 
 
Another promising project focuses on breeding lettuce – typically in California’s and 
Arizona’s deserts – to use less water and less nitrogen because of, respectively, competing 
water demands and the environmental challenges associated with nitrate leaching and 
nitrous oxide emissions  that contribute to greenhouse gases.  
 
A third sample project established barn owl boxes in Sonoma County and Napa Valley 
vineyards to gauge the owls’ value as an environmentally friendly means of controlling 
typical vineyard pests. 
	
Attacking the Awareness Challenge 

	
“Funding 100 to 120 projects at one time,” David says, “presents multiple challenges, and 
one of our major ones is that, even after 20 years, many desired audiences don’t know who 
or what ARI is. So, what we're trying to do is increase our awareness and reputation not just 
across industry, but even within our own faculty across the CSU system. Increasing our 
awareness also applies to CSU students because we want to make them aware of this 



career path.  Increasing awareness applies to state and federal agencies, as well, both as 
potential funding sources and as potential employers of our students.” 
 
“Awareness also ties into the success of our matching program between our campus-based 
agriculture and natural resource faculty and the industry people in their offices and on their 
ranches and farms. How do we let our faculty know what industry needs and how do we tell 
industry audiences what our capabilities are when these two separate groups have no way 
to talk to each other? It's not easy in the state of California. It's not easy in our campuses, 
and it's even more difficult when we bring in researchers outside traditional colleges of 
agriculture, such as those in biology or computer science. That challenge expands when, 
for example, we want to help our students find faculty mentors.” 
 
“So the big question is how do we make all of our constituents aware of each other and of 
their needs and capabilities, how do we facilitate RFPs and engagement, and from the 
administrative standpoint, how do we seamlessly manage all of this?” 
 
“For us, the answer is the combination of InfoReady’s Review and Engagement Hub 
because, together, they represent the front end, middle, and back end of a comprehensive 
platform that satisfies virtually all of our research funding, communication, interaction, and 
administrative requirements with regard to stakeholders, industry, external funders, faculty, 
students, and administrators”. 

	
From traditional use of InfoReady Review to an innovative use of the Hub 

“By way of history, we implemented InfoReady Review five years ago to replace an 
antiquated system custom scripted for us by an individual no longer on staff. At that time, 
we were in desperate need to figure out how to replace the online project management 
system, have it tailored exactly to our program needs, and also add elements from our wish 
list of how we think the system should operate.” 

“InfoReady Review allowed us to do all that and more. For example, we built into the 
application a data mining process to assess our faculty’s research capabilities in addressing 
the specific diseases, stresses, or problems affecting California’s 400 commodities. That 
allows us as administrators to see where and how we can help, put the right faculty in touch 
with the right industry person, and evaluate our funding portfolio to figure out where we're at 
and where we can best meet the industry needs.” 

“Essentially, with Review and the Engagement Hub, we have two platforms which have 
evolved into a seamless tool we’ve just started calling the ARI Agricultural Commons, which 
serves as both the front and back end of our process.” 

“As the front end of the platform, everyone – insiders and outsiders – can come and learn 
about what we and our constituents have to offer. For example, we have Engagement Hub 
tiles where industry can present themselves and advertise what they need and what they're 



about. In similar fashion, our faculty can use tiles to advertise what kinds of projects and 
opportunities they’re seeking and what their expertise is. Even more importantly, the Hub 
has made it possible for us to merge those needs and wants with available expertise, so it’s 
not just a static presentation but a dynamic and interactive one.” 

“At the same time, we're using the Engagement Hub to talk about student opportunities – 
for example, if a faculty member wants to find a student lab worker, or a student is seeking 
a research opportunity. Plus, we have fellowship and workshop programs students can 
apply to for help with their career development.” 

“The middle of the system is InfoReady Review and we use it for traditional purposes, such 
as showcasing RFPs, funding opportunities, competitions, and the like; and for providing the 
information, policies, forms, and evaluation modes for faculty and reviewers to respond. 
We’ve also incorporated data mining capabilities so we can retrospectively focus on 
different research topics and investigators and have a really comprehensive view of ARI’s 
capabilities, which is immensely helpful in working with industry partners and in assessing 
ARI’s overall effectiveness.” 

“Another layer we’ve added aligns with NIFA (National Institute of Food and Agriculture) 
research portfolios, so we know for each faculty their specific research topic down to the 
commodity they are working on. The application process itself is actually one of the nicest 
features because it provides the researcher an extraordinarily easy to use and 
comprehensive proposal format for everything they need, including timelines, additional 
data, letters of support, CVs, and budget information – all collated and even including a 
table of contents.  Compared to the state and federal programs, our application process is 
easier and the formatted proposal looks great and is easy for reviewers to read.  So, from 
an administrative point of view, it’s been fantastic, and after an award is made, we can add 
data as needed and update budget changes.” 

Budgetary Considerations & Cost Reduction 

In collaboration with ARI, InfoReady added platform features to Engagement Hub designed 
specifically for ARI's needs. As a result, ARI looked to Engagement Hub's capabilities to 
maintain low administrative costs so that a greater portion of ARI's funding could be used for 
grant awards.  Today, ARI uses Engagement Hub for broadcasting and automating almost 
all of their various initiatives, helping ARI to achieve operational goals on multiple fronts, on 
a limited budget. 

ARI was able to consolidate all of their tools spread across various platforms down to only 
Review and Engagement Hub.   This decreased overhead, simplified the experience for their 
audience, and decreased overall administration efforts.  Instead of growing their tool 
portfolio to accomplish the array of things they do, they consolidated and simplified. 
 
The Engagement Hub as a Proxy for Websites 

David describes how the Engagement Hub can be deployed quickly and expansively 
without the labor-intensive process of building and modifying a website:    



“Virtually every institution has layers of bureaucracy that must be navigated to execute and 
approve a website. With the Engagement Hub, we can make tiles in our own office in almost 
no time and they serve the same purpose as websites when used in our Commons. What I 
think is really cool about this is that we built tiles for 45 different commodity board partners. 
Those tiles are not only informative in themselves – say in outlining their focus, function, and 
research interests – but are interactive in linking directly to their respective websites so site 
visitors can learn a lot more about any particular commodity board.” 

“The tiles and websites they link to also solve a key problem for research faculty who may 
not be receiving email or newsletter notification of that commodity’s specific research 
opportunities – a not uncommon situation for non-Ag faculty such as biologists, computer 
experts, or engineers. As a result, it’s difficult for such faculty to pursue opportunities of 
possible interest. When those commodity board tiles appear on our ARI Agricultural 
Commons Engagement Hub, they’re accessible to all viewers, and make their research 
needs broadly known, so that limitation no longer exists.” 

“We’ve also made the Agriculture Commons resource available on each of our ARI 
campuses, so that offers additional access to campus-based institutes, fellowships, 
conferences, and work and research opportunities. Beyond being super easy to do – if I'm 
doing it, it’s super easy – we can disseminate reports, register and enroll conference and 
program participants, link to businesses, recruit our students, and provide a complete menu 
of metrics for administrators.” 

InfoReady Review and Engagement Hub “have made an enormous contribution for us at 
ARI” 

“Overall, the combination of InfoReady’s Review and Engagement Hub has proven 
invaluable in enhancing our awareness, extending our reach and penetration within 
California’s 40 commodity boards, enabled us to not only facilitate and simplify the grant 
funding process but better connect faculty experts with specific research opportunities and, 
vice versa, satisfy the specific research needs of our industry partners.  It also provides the 
platform to provide educational, mentoring, fellowship, work experience, and job 
opportunities to your students. And InfoReady has allowed us to accomplish this while 
making the system not only simple and immediately useful for administrators, but richly 
valuable in terms of metrics and insight. Review and the Hub are fantastic tools, and they’ve 
made an enormous contribution for us at CSU’s Agriculture Research Institute.” 

To learn more about Review or Engagement Hub, schedule a demo, or get in touch with 
current InfoReady platform users, contact Amanda or Max at the contact info below. 
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