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P O L I T I C A L  L E A D E R S H I P

Throughout the history of American higher education, the univer-
sity presidency has had a strongly political character. Presidents

are expected to be skillful in working with local, state, and federal
governments, both to represent the interests of their universities and
to protect them from unnecessary government intrusion and control.
The success of their leadership is frequently measured in terms of
political objectives, such as level of state appropriations or volume of
federal research grants. Although such political skills are undeniably
important for public universities, they are also essential for private
colleges and universities, since these are clearly affected by govern-
ment regulation and tend to bene‹t from public policies, such as
those concerning taxes and student ‹nancial aid.

University presidents also need considerable skill in dealing with
the multiple constituencies and myriad interests of the university
community. University campuses are, by design, “free and ordered
spaces” where important social issues can be debated.1 Furthermore,
as large, complex, and basically anarchical organizations, universities
are frequently dominated by politics among their various constituen-
cies—students, faculty, and staff. The faculty, by its very nature,
tends both to be skeptical and to challenge leadership. Students are
frequently at that age where challenging authority becomes almost a
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rite of passage. Governing boards, particularly at public institutions,
tend to be highly political, bringing to the table many issues (e.g.,
tuition policy and af‹rmative action) that re›ect fundamental politi-
cal convictions. The size and impact of the contemporary university
on its community, its region, and the nation itself can place the pres-
ident at ground zero on major political controversies.

The political role of the president is particularly important in pub-
lic universities. These institutions are not only dependent on public
tax dollars for support but are subject to a complex array of govern-
ment regulations and relationships at the local, state, and federal level,
most of which tend to be highly reactive and resistant to change. By
their very nature, public universities can become caldrons of boiling
political controversy. From their governing boards (usually deter-
mined by either gubernatorial appointment or popular election) to
the contentious nature of academic politics, student unrest, or stri-
dent attacks by the press, public university presidencies are subject to
political stresses more intense than those in other arenas of higher
education.

growing up in a  rough neighborhood

The University of Michigan, highlighted for its free and liberal spirit
during its early years, has a long tradition of political activism on the
part of its students, faculty, and alumni. Student concerns on and
extending beyond the university’s campus have frequently not only
addressed but in›uenced major national issues, such as the Vietnam
War, the environmental movement, and civil rights.

While Ann Arbor may be a small midwestern community, the
university itself has always had more of the hard edge characterizing
the urban centers of the Northeast. Sports fans might suggest that this
›ows naturally from Michigan’s reputation in violent sports, such as
football. Actually, it has evolved as a defensive mechanism to protect
the university against the reality of its harsh political environment. In
a sense, the University of Michigan grew up in a rough neighborhood
and had to become lean and mean and capable of looking out for
itself. Michigan is a state characterized by confrontational politics. It
was long dominated by the automobile industry, which meant big
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companies, big labor unions, and big state government. During the
last half of the twentieth century, as the state’s economy and popula-
tion faced the challenges and hardships driven by global competition
and poverty in its industrial cities, this political atmosphere has
become more strident, with organized labor ‹ghting to retain its con-
trol of the Democratic Party, while the conservative communities of
western Michigan, dominated by the religious Right, now control the
Republican Party.

In many ways, Ann Arbor was an oasis, a liberal eastern commu-
nity planted in the center of a tough midwestern state. It did not help
the university that the politics of the city of Ann Arbor suffered a
hangover from the protest days of the 1960s. The community contin-
ues to this day to mark its history of civil disobedience by celebrating
each April 1 with the annual Hash Bash, where thousands come to
promote and experience the evil weed, uninhibited by Ann Arbor’s
liberal laws governing the possession of marijuana.

Despite the changing nature of its economic and politics, the state
of Michigan still has very much a blue-collar mentality today. This is
perhaps best illustrated by a comment made to me by a senior execu-
tive of General Motors during my years as dean of the College of
Engineering: “As long as we can put a car on the showroom ›oor for
fewer dollars per pound than anybody else, we will dominate the
global marketplace!” Of course, the Japanese demonstrated convinc-
ingly that people no longer buy cars by the pound—they choose qual-
ity instead. Similarly, in the global, knowledge-driven economy of the
twenty-‹rst century, it is the quality of a workforce that counts, as evi-
denced by the increasing tendency of American companies to out-
source—rather, “offshore,” in contemporary language—not only
unskilled labor but high-skill activities, such as software engineering.
Yet, higher education in Michigan tends to be treated at best with
benign neglect and at worst as a convenient political whipping boy.

Much of the University of Michigan’s political challenge was stim-
ulated by its very success as one of the nation’s leading research uni-
versities. Its aspirations for excellence were frequently met by state
government and the public at large with the questions “Excellence for
whom?” and “Excellence for what purpose?”—the assumption being
that excellence really meant an elitism that would exclude their con-
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stituents. Furthermore, as one of the largest and most prominent uni-
versities in the nation, Michigan was frequently targeted by those in
the federal government hoping to use it as a lynchpin for driving
broader change in higher education. Since the university operates one
of the nation’s largest and ‹nancially most successful university med-
ical centers, it was understandable that Michigan would be the target
for federal efforts to reduce health care reimbursement and funding
for medical training. The university’s national leadership in spon-
sored research also made it an attractive target for the same congres-
sional investigations that trampled Stanford in the early 1990s, ironi-
cally led by Michigan’s own congressman John Dingle. However,
unlike Stanford, Michigan was prepared and immediately responded
to the congressional attack, not only with a strong public defense led
by alumnus Mike Wallace, but also through back-channel conversa-
tions with the congressman, which successfully de›ected the attack.2

There were other factors that frequently placed the university in
the political bull’s-eye. The success and visibility of the university’s
athletic programs—particularly its football team—made the univer-
sity a primary target for the enforcement of gender equity through
Title IX of the Education Amendments Act in the 1970s. As the
largest employer in Ann Arbor, with vast assets in the billions of dol-
lars, it was also natural that Michigan would become a popular target
of litigation on almost every issue imaginable from those plaintiffs
and lawyers who were hoping that the institution’s deep pockets
would lead to a quick settlement, regardless of the merits of the case.

Giving the university even more prominence were its institutional
saga—to quote James Angell, “an uncommon education for the com-
mon man”—and its success in leading the struggle for campus diver-
sity through such efforts as the Michigan Mandate, which doubled
minority student and faculty representation on campus during the
early 1990s. Hence, it was not surprising that the institution would
become a target for conservative groups seeking to challenge and roll
back af‹rmative action policies in college admissions, an effort that
would lead to the important Supreme Court decision of 2003 and
later in 2006 to a referendum amending the state constitution to ban
af‹rmative action in Michigan.

As the point person on controversial issues in higher education,
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the president of a university is frequently placed under a political
microscope by politicians, the press, and the university community
itself. Of course, all presidents have certain political preferences on
most issues, but it is extremely important to keep these carefully
veiled. However, in contrast to many skillful public leaders who, like
a chameleon, are able to change their political colors depending on
the situation, I took a more honest, if occasionally perplexing,
approach. During my early tenure, the Michigan governor (James
Blanchard) was a Democrat, and the U.S. presidents (Ronald Reagan
and George Bush) were Republicans. During my later years as presi-
dent, this situation was completely reversed, with a Republican gov-
ernor (John Engler) and a Democratic president (Bill Clinton). As
UM president and as chair of the National Science Board, I partici-
pated in both state and national arenas, so I had to be very careful not
to get caught in a political cross‹re.

On occasion, I suffered the usual problems of public leaders by
getting mislabeled as in one political camp or the other. The Demo-
crats believed that since I was a friend of Governor Engler and a
White House appointee of Presidents Reagan and Bush, I must surely
be a Republican. The Republicans viewed my stances in support of
diversity and gay rights as telltale signs of a Democrat. My true polit-
ical background and beliefs were far more complex. I had been raised
as a dyed-in-the-wool Missouri Democrat in the tradition of Harry
Truman. My mother was a long-standing chairperson of the Demo-
cratic Party of Carroll County, Missouri, and my sister was the pro-
ducer of the conservative viewpoint used on WGBH’s program The
Advocates. I grew up a fan of Kennedy and McCarthy. Yet I developed
an independent streak in the 1960s and 1970s. I generally stayed in the
middle of the road, almost always voting a split ticket. In fact, a Pro-
gressive at heart, I would probably be most comfortable as a member
of Teddy Roosevelt’s Bull Moose Party. In reality, I was simply not a
political partisan. Nor was I politically impaired, as was suggested by
some of my more political colleagues. Rather, I held a more complex
set of values than the terms liberal or conservative would tolerate, val-
ues that would manifest themselves on a case-by-case basis during my
presidency. With this confession now on the record, let me move on
to consider the political leadership of the university president.
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defending the university

One of the most important roles of the president is to protect the uni-
versity from hostile political forces, both internal and external, that
could cause it great harm. At the beginning of each academic year, my
Michigan leadership team of executive of‹cers would meet together
for a risk-assessment session, to predict the most signi‹cant political
threats to the university and develop strategies for its defense. We
actually developed a threat chart identifying the greatest concerns for
the year ahead. At the top of the chart would usually be the governor,
since whether by opportunistic intent or just neglect, this state leader
was frequently the source of many of the woes facing higher educa-
tion in the state. Close behind was the state legislature, dominated
during my tenure by graduates of Michigan State University, who
took great delight in thrashing that arrogant institution in Ann Arbor.
Washington also posed an ongoing threat, usually through the med-
dling of federal agencies or congressional action. There were times
when even members of our own Michigan congressional delegation
would make the list—for example, when manipulated by their staff
into taking positions hostile to the university in order to win political
in›uence or visibility at the national level.

Next on the chart would be the media, particularly the hometown
newspapers—which in Michigan’s case included not only the Ann
Arbor News but also the Detroit papers. While most hometown news-
paper editors soon realize that university controversies stimulate pub-
lic interest and advertising sales, the Ann Arbor paper occasionally
was led by people who actually carried a chip on their shoulders about
the university—perhaps because Michigan was perceived as elitist and
arrogant, because of rocky town-gown relations, or even because we
refused to invest heavily in building degree programs in journalism
(›ames occasionally fanned by several of our own faculty members).
We usually did not bother listing the student newspaper, the Michi-
gan Daily, as a major threat, since it tended to be more preoccupied
with college sports or student causes, such as disciplinary policies.

We never included any students, faculty, or staff on our threat
chart. We realized that student activism, while occasionally annoying
to administrators, was nevertheless an important and positive element
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of the Michigan saga. To be sure, Michigan had its share of outspo-
ken students and faculty members, some enjoying the spotlight of
campus politics, some content as squeaky wheels pushing one per-
sonal agenda or another, and some speaking out on issues of consid-
erable importance to the institution or broader society. But generally
we regarded this as a normal—indeed, desirable—characteristic of a
campus with an activist tradition. We preferred to not only tolerate
but actually encourage such behavior, even when, in one case, it led to
the Supreme Court case on af‹rmative action. Although we occasion-
ally had outspoken staff members as well, particularly on union issues,
most staff were intensely loyal university citizens whom we viewed as
strong allies rather than threats.

We did include on our threat chart an occasional member of our
board of regents. We viewed most members of the board as conscien-
tious public servants, basically supportive of the university, although
some had their particular hang-ups, such as football, campus archi-
tecture, or student rights. However, we always had one or two regents
who were renegades, frequently seizing on opportunities to embarrass
or even disrupt the university to promote their personal visibility and
political agenda.

Finally, there was the usual array of special interest groups (some
on campus, some off) inclined to use the university as a convenient
and highly visible target to further their particular cause. Here, the list
was very long and ever changing. It spanned the political spectrum
from the Marxist Left to the Genghis Khan Right.

State Relations

Public university presidents play important political roles in manag-
ing their universities’ relationships with state government. The rela-
tionship between public universities and state government is complex
and varies signi‹cantly from state to state. Some universities are struc-
turally organized as components of state government, subject to the
same hiring and business practices characterizing other state agencies.
Others possess a certain autonomy from state government through
constitutional provision or statute. All are in›uenced by the power of
the public purse—by the nature and degree of state support.
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Although the University of Michigan faced many of the challenges
experienced by other state universities (inadequate state appropria-
tions, intrusive sunshine laws, overregulation, politically motivated
competition among state institutions, and a politically determined
governing board), two characteristics of our relationship with the
state were quite unique. First, as I noted in chapter 1, the university
was given unusual autonomy in the state constitution, autonomy
comparable to that of the legislature, government, and judiciary.
While it was certainly subject to state funding decisions and regula-
tions, the university’s board of regents possessed exceptionally strong
constitutionally derived powers over all academic activities of the
institution. Second, because of the university’s autonomy and its long
history (‹rst as a territorial institution and then later, in effect, as a
national—and today, one might argue, world—university), it was
determined to do whatever was necessary to protect both the quality
of and access to its academic programs and its service to these broader
constituencies.

In particular, the university refused to allow the quality of its aca-
demic programs to be determined by state appropriations, which were
usually insuf‹cient to support a world-class institution. Instead, it
developed an array of alternative resources to supplement state sup-
port, including student tuition, federal research support, private giv-
ing, and auxiliary activities (e.g., clinical care). Furthermore, it used
its constitutional autonomy to defend its commitment to serving a
diverse population, reaching out not only to underserved minority
communities but also to students from across the nation and around
the world. While this philosophy of independence was key to the
quality of the university and its ability to serve not simply the people
of the state but those of the nation and the world, it did not always
endear the university to state government, which tended to equate the
university’s independence with arrogance.

Political winds tend to shift over time, and this was certainly the
case for the political fortunes of the University of Michigan. For its
‹rst century, the university enjoyed a privileged position. Many of its
alumni were in the state legislature and in key positions in govern-
ment and communities across the state. Political parties were disci-
plined, and special interests had not yet splintered party solidarity. In
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that environment, the university had little need to cultivate public
understanding or grassroots support. A few leaders from the univer-
sity met each year with the governor and leaders of the legislature to
negotiate our appropriation. That was it. The university was valued
and appreciated. A historic and intense public commitment to the
support of public higher education characterized the founders of the
University of Michigan and the generations of immigrants who fol-
lowed, sacri‹cing to provide quality public education as the key to
their children’s future.

This situation changed dramatically in the 1950s and 1960s,
because of the aggressive ambition of the other state colleges and uni-
versities and the laid-back and occasionally arrogant attitude of the
University of Michigan. In the early 1950s, Michigan State’s leg-
endary president John Hannah transformed that institution from an
agricultural college into a major university, relying on both his own
political skill and UM’s missteps. Hannah began, ironically enough,
with football, by maneuvering Michigan State into the opening left
by the University of Chicago’s departure from big-time football and
the Big Ten Conference. With this visibility, he then persuaded the
state legislature to change the name from Michigan Agricultural Col-
lege and later Michigan State College to Michigan State University,
later adding professional schools such as medicine. The University of
Michigan adamantly and unsuccessfully opposed each of these steps,
‹nally attempting to save face by capitalizing the word The in its own
name.3 These unsuccessful battles ‹rmly established UM’s reputation
in Lansing for arrogance (as in, “those arrogant asses from Ann
Arbor”).

A story contrasting the styles of the presidents of the two universi-
ties at the time illustrates the challenge. UM’s president, Harlan
Hatcher, a tall and distinguished English scholar, used to travel to
Lansing to meet with legislators in his chauffeur-driven Lincoln. John
Hannah, in shirtsleeves, would drive himself over in his Ford pickup
to make the case to legislators more typically from farm country than
big-city Detroit. A second story about Hannah is of interest here.
During the 1950s and 1960s, the Michigan State campus was pock-
marked with construction projects. The legend was that Hannah
would get funds from the legislature for a single building, use the
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funds to dig the foundations of several more buildings, and then turn
to the legislature for the funds to ‹ll all those holes in the ground with
new buildings.

A longtime leader of the state legislature portrayed the University
of Michigan during this period of its history as a university led by a
distinguished but conservative president and by moneyed Republican
regents determined to hang onto the past. These leaders were sur-
prised when the state legislature not only labeled Michigan as arro-
gant but actually took great delight in disadvantaging it relative to
other public universities. The student protests on campus during the
1960s provided even more ammunition to those who wanted to attack
Michigan for political reasons. The university entered the 1970s with
both a bruised ego and a damaged reputation—at least in Lansing.

Slowly the university began to realize that the world had changed
and that it no longer had monopoly on state support. The state was in
the midst of a profound economic transformation that was driving
change in the political environment. Political parties declined in
in›uence. Special interest constituencies proliferated and organized
to make their needs known and their in›uence felt. Even as the uni-
versity became more central in responding to the needs of the state, it
was also held more accountable to its many publics. Compounding
the complexity of this situation was a growing socioeconomic shift in
priorities at both the state and federal level. In Michigan, as in many
other states, priorities shifted from investment in the future through
strong support of education to a shorter-term focus, as represented by
the growing expenditures for prisons, social services, and federal man-
dates (e.g., Medicaid), even as a conservative administration cut taxes
in the 1990s. This was compounded by legislation that earmarked a
portion of the state budget for K–12 education, leaving higher educa-
tion to compete with corrections and social services for limited dis-
cretionary tax dollars. As a result, the state’s support for higher edu-
cation declined rapidly in real terms during the early 1980s and
continued to drop, relative to in›ation, throughout the remainder of
the decade.

As an interim strategy, Michigan lowered its sights from hogging
the entire trough to simply trying to stay even with Michigan State.
But even this proved to be a formidable challenge, with Michigan
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State alumni as governors (James Blanchard and John Engler) in the
1980s and 1990s. Although the University of Michigan at least man-
aged to avoid being low man on the totem pole during the latter part
of the 1970s, the university’s Replacement Hospital Project exhausted
the state’s discretionary capacity to fund higher education capital
facilities. The cupboard was bare.

The 1980s began with a deep national recession—read “depres-
sion” in Michigan, since when the nation gets a cold, Michigan
catches pneumonia because of the sensitivity of the automobile indus-
try to the national economy. Although the University of Michigan
was not singled out for abuse, it suffered greatly along with the rest of
higher education. It also faced an unusual alignment of the political
planets when legislative champions for Michigan State University and
Wayne State University assumed the chairs of the key higher educa-
tion appropriation committees, along with a two-decade long succes-
sion of Michigan State alumni as governors.

There were many theories about what was actually happening.
Despite the fact that the state’s governors paid lip service to the
unique role of the University of Michigan as the state’s ›agship uni-
versity, none lifted a ‹nger to help the university if political capital
were at stake. As William Hubbard, former UM dean of medicine
and Upjohn CEO, put it, the state was cursed with an extreme intol-
erance of extraordinary excellence. It was certainly true that an angry
strain of populism ran throughout the state. One key legislator sum-
marized the situation to me: “It is no longer possible for a kid like me
to go to the University of Michigan. The university’s prospects in
Lansing are at a low point. The Senate is controlled by MSU Repub-
licans more interested in agriculture and boosting their alma mater.
The Democrats are simply not very effective, dominated by the
Detroit Black Caucus. The key legislators are simply no longer
swayed by public pressure. They cannot be intimidated, since they
cannot be beaten in their districts.”4

With fewer and fewer Michigan graduates in in›uential positions
in state government, it was questionable whether a traditional
approach to lobbying legislators would be effective. There were those
who believed that UM bashing had become a popular sport in Lans-
ing because the university no longer had allies with suf‹cient power
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or commitment to threaten retaliation. The university was drifting
politically without a plan of attack or even an effective defense.
Another Lansing observer put it this way: “Michigan is big, vulnera-
ble, and doesn’t dance very well!”

Actually, the 1980s started off a bit more positively for the univer-
sity, when the new Blanchard administration made a special effort to
recognize the impact of the research universities on the state’s econ-
omy through the Research Excellence Fund, a special $30 million
annual appropriation for campus-based research. As dean of the Col-
lege of Engineering, I was able to help shape this legislation so that
roughly $11 million of this annual appropriation ›owed to the uni-
versity. But this effort to differentiate among institutions and mission
soon ran afoul of Lansing politics, and eventually the special funding
for research disappeared. Blanchard’s second term became a disaster
for higher education when he realized, through polling, that he could
get more votes by attacking the rising tuition levels of public univer-
sities—a consequence of inadequate state support—than investing in
their capacity. State funding for higher education dropped from 12
percent to less than 8 percent of the state’s budget during the decade.
Even more dramatically, the state of Michigan fell into the bottom
quartile in its support of higher education, dropping as low as forty-
‹fth in the nation at one point.

In summary, during the last half of the twentieth century, the
University of Michigan’s political in›uence in Lansing plummeted.
Although changing external factors—such as the rise of populism,
changing demographics, and the rise of the religious Right in western
Michigan—were key factors, the university’s presidents had been
largely ineffective in reversing the situation since the 1940s. Ruthven’s
declining health prevented his active role in Lansing. Hatcher was
effective with moneyed Republicans, but he was a poor match for
John Hannah’s shirtsleeve approach. Fleming relied heavily on oth-
ers, keeping his powder dry for the periodic crises erupting on the
campus during the volatile protest years of the 1960s and 1970s.
Shapiro was dedicated and tireless, but the sharp mismatch of his
thoughtful style with the crude populism and paranoia of the legisla-
ture was simply too great.

The key factor allowing the university to sustain its quality during
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this dif‹cult period was its constitutional autonomy. Relying heavily
on this autonomy to control its own destiny, the university began to
increase both its tuition and its nonresident enrollments, to compen-
sate for the loss of state support. Yet even the constitutional auton-
omy of the university faced formidable challenges from legislative
efforts to control admissions, gubernatorial efforts to freeze tuition,
and even media efforts (carried out under the guise of the state’s sun-
shine laws) to control everything from presidential searches to regen-
tal elections.

This was the challenging political environment I faced when I
became provost and then president in the late 1980s. Fortunately, I
also inherited a top-notch state-relations team with experience on
both sides of the aisle.5 Although we soon reaf‹rmed the pragmatic
conclusion of our predecessors that it was unlikely that the university
would ever again bene‹t from its ›agship status in Lansing, we also
realized that we were destined to continue to lose in state politics as
long as we stayed on the defensive, simply reacting to whatever
trumped-up charge—concerning out-of-state enrollments, high
tuition, racism on campus, and so on—that our enemies used to dis-
advantage us with respect to other state universities.

To test our assumptions, we decided to conduct a reality check
with a number of the state’s political and corporate leaders. Each was
asked to challenge two assumptions about the future of state and uni-
versity relations. The ‹rst was that because of the state’s limited will
and capacity to support higher education and due to a weakened
economy and other social needs, the state would, at best, be able to
support higher education at the level of a regional four-year college—
not at the level of a world-class research university. The second
assumption was that political pressures would make it increasingly
dif‹cult for state leaders to give priority to state support for ›agship
institutions and that, instead, strong political forces would drive a lev-
eling process in which state appropriations per student would equal-
ize across all state universities.

In the end, few of the leaders disagreed with our premises. Fur-
thermore, all believed that the university’s only prudent course was to
assume that state support would continue to deteriorate throughout
the 1990s. Consistent with the university’s long-standing philosophy
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of refusing to let the state control our quality, ‹rst Harold Shapiro
and then I embarked on a new strategy: (1) to build alternative rev-
enue streams (tuition, federal grants and contracts, auxiliary enter-
prises, and private giving) to levels suf‹cient to compensate for the
loss in state support; (2) to deploy our resources far more effectively
than the university had done in the past, by focusing on quality at the
possible expense of breadth and capacity, while striving to improve
ef‹ciency and productivity; and (3) to enhance the university’s ability
to control its own destiny, by defending our constitutional auton-
omy, building strong political support for our independence, and
strengthening the quality of the university’s board of regents.

We were well aware that the University of Michigan was a creature
of the state constitution and was unlikely ever to separate itself from
this constraint. Yet the political realities of the past several decades
had shifted the university’s Lansing strategy from offense (e.g., maxi-
mizing state support) to defense (i.e., minimizing the damage to the
university from state government). We chose a different and more
aggressive strategy: to move toward operating more like a private
institution, while becoming less dependent on the state.

Associated with this increasingly pragmatic view of the future of
the university as a public institution was a recognition that we should
abandon strategies to advantage ourselves over other Michigan uni-
versities and instead direct our efforts to increasing the general state
support for all of higher education, adopting the philosophy that a ris-
ing tide raises all boats. In the process, we also began to realize that we
simply did not have a sophisticated capability for marketing and out-
reach. Hence, I began to spend much of my time as president during
the early 1990s leading the presidents of Michigan’s public universities
in a series of political and public relations efforts throughout the state
to make the case for enhanced support of higher education. Key in this
effort at civic education was knitting together the interests of the
state’s universities through the Presidents’ Council of State Universi-
ties of Michigan (PCSUM), which I chaired during the early 1990s.

Yet this remarkably effective spirit of cooperation was broken
when new leadership at Michigan State University persuaded a new
governor, who just happened to be an MSU alumnus, to disrupt the
long-standing balance in appropriations among UM, MSU, and

204 The View from the Helm



Wayne State University to advantage his alma mater. Fortunately, the
Wayne State president, David Adamany, and I were able to counter
this with a treetops strategy and activate the in›uence of alumni and
media throughout the state. In the end, we managed to block the
MSU effort, but the strong spirit of cooperation among Michigan’s
public universities had been replaced by a con›ict and discord that
would last a decade in the state’s higher education system.

These events provide an important case study of the impact—
both positive and negative—that a state governor can have on public
higher education. The deterioration in state support of the University
of Michigan ironically began under a moderate Republican governor,
William Milliken. Although in principle quite supportive of the Uni-
versity of Michigan as the state’s ›agship university (and a Yale grad-
uate himself), Milliken refused to support the tax increases necessary
to plug a hole in the state budget resulting from the deep recession of
the late 1970s, thereby necessitating deep cuts in state appropriations
for higher education. His Democratic successor, James Blanchard,
was also quite supportive of higher education at ‹rst, but he soon
became convinced by staff that he could win more votes by attacking
the tuition charged by universities than by providing adequate state
appropriations. Although Blanchard, an MSU alumnus, did not play
favorites among state institutions, the adversarial approach taken by
his staff toward higher education soon turned the universities against
him.

Blanchard was succeeded by a moderate Republican governor,
John Engler, who, while supportive of higher education, adopted a
conservative ‹nancial policy based on tax cuts that allowed only
in›ationary growth in appropriations, rather than restoring earlier
cuts to higher education during a boom period in the state’s econ-
omy. His policy led to a structural imbalance in the state budget that
triggered catastrophic cuts during the recession in the next decade.
More serious, however, was Engler’s willingness to join in a blatant
effort to advantage his alma mater over the state’s other universities.
In the long run, this probably had more damaging impact on higher
education than the actions of any other Michigan governor in mod-
ern times, because it destroyed a long-standing spirit of cooperation
among the state’s universities.
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University presidents are responsible for building and sustaining
favorable relationships with state governments. But in the end, they
must play the hand they are dealt. They face few opportunities and
many challenges when forced to deal with inattentive governors and
term-limited legislatures.

Federal Government

Although the United States leaves most of the responsibility for
higher education to the states and the private sector, the federal gov-
ernment does have a considerable in›uence on higher education,
both through federal policies in such areas as student ‹nancial aid and
through the direct support of such campus activities as research and
health care. In fact, some people maintain that the most transforma-
tive changes in American higher education have usually been trig-
gered by federal actions, such as the Land-Grant Acts of the nine-
teenth century, the GI Bill and government-university research
partnership (resulting from Vannevar Bush’s famous report “Science:
The Endless Frontier”) following World War II, and the Higher Edu-
cation Acts of the 1960s.

As Washington became convinced that higher education was
important to the future of the nation in the decades after World War
II, the federal government began to provide funding to colleges and
universities in support of research, housing, student ‹nancial aid,
and key professional programs, such as medicine and engineering.
Yet, with signi‹cant federal support came massive federal bureau-
cracy. Universities were forced to build large administrative organi-
zations just to interact with the large administrative bureaucracies in
Washington. Federal rules and regulations snared universities in a
web of red tape that not only constrained their activities but became
important cost drivers. Universities were frequently whipsawed
about by unpredictable changes in Washington’s stance toward
higher education as the political winds shifted direction each election
year.

With increasing involvement of the federal government in the
affairs of higher education came additional responsibilities for the
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university president. Just as the presidents of state universities were
expected to take the lead in relationships with governors and state leg-
islatures, the presidents of major research universities became familiar
‹gures in Washington. The University of Michigan joined many
other universities in establishing well-staffed of‹ces near Capitol Hill.
Others retained professional lobbyists to advance (and protect) the
interests of their institutions in such areas as student ‹nancial aid, fed-
eral research priorities, and health care ‹nancing. The national associ-
ations of universities—such as the American Council on Education,
the Association of American Universities, and the National Associa-
tion of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges (known collec-
tively as the “One Dupont Circle group” because of their location in
Washington)—became, in effect, lobbying organizations on behalf of
the interests of their universities.

As leader of one of the nation’s leading research universities,
Michigan’s president should—indeed, must—be highly visible on the
national stage, promoting higher education. So, too, with one of the
nation’s largest academic health centers, UM presidents have been
heavily involved in federal health care policy. In my own case, service
for over a decade as a member and then chair of the National Science
Board and then as a member of the National Academies provided an
important platform for advancing the interests of the nation’s
research universities.

With over eight thousand graduates living and working in the
Washington area during the 1990s, Michigan’s alumni network was a
particularly powerful one, reaching into Congress, the administra-
tion, and even the White House itself—including, of course, former
U.S. president Gerald R. Ford. Furthermore, the state of Michigan
had very considerable in›uence in Congress, including four powerful
“cardinals” as chairs of key congressional committees during the 1980s
and early 1990s: John Dingell, William Ford, John Conyers, and
Robert Carr. Yet the university also faced some unusual challenges in
Washington. Although the Michigan congressional delegation was
powerful, it rarely used its in›uence to attract resources to the state,
leading to the ironic situation in which Michigan usually ranked last
among the states in the return of federal tax dollars. Instead, their
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power was used to protect the interests of Michigan’s principal indus-
try, Big Auto (and, of course, Big Labor), from federal intrusion into
such matters as automobile emissions, safety standards, and labor leg-
islation. The one important exception was Michigan congressman
William Ford, chair of the House Education and Labor Committee,
who was an important force in the periodic reauthorization of the
Higher Education Act. The university worked closely with Ford on
such important national issues as the establishment of a direct student
lending program designed to reduce the costs of federal loans to col-
lege students.

During my years as president, my leadership team substantially
increased the university’s presence in Washington by establishing a
permanent of‹ce on Capital Hill, signi‹cantly expanding our federal
relations staff, and mobilizing our extensive army of alumni in the
Washington area. We strongly encouraged university faculty members
to become actively involved in federal policy activities, and we pro-
vided politically active faculty with support through our Washington
of‹ce and federal relations team. Perhaps most important, however,
was our acceptance of a major role in acting on behalf of all of higher
education on important issues ranging from research policy to student
‹nancial aid to health care to diversity. We encouraged our federal
relations team to work closely with the various national higher educa-
tion associations. This spirit of building alliances was very similar to
that we had employed in our state-relations efforts, since we realized
that the interests of the University of Michigan were best served when
we helped advance the interests of all of higher education.

Yet while we looked for opportunities to bene‹t higher education,
our basic federal strategy was more defensive than offensive. Unlike
many other universities, we refused to use political in›uence to go after
legislative earmarks that bypassed and undermined the peer review
process. Instead, we closely monitored potential federal legislation and
actions that might harm our efforts, a continuing challenge with the
never-ending expansion of complex federal regulations in such areas as
research policy, occupation safety, environmental impact, tax policy,
and equal opportunity, as well as the confusing and frequently intru-
sive federal regulations aimed at higher education.
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Community Relations

The relationship between a university and its surrounding commu-
nity is usually a complex one, particularly in cities dominated by
major universities—such as Madison, Berkeley, Austin, Chapel Hill,
and Ann Arbor. Although town and gown are linked together with
intertwined destinies, there is nevertheless always a tension between
the two. On the plus side is the fact that the university provides the
community with an extraordinary quality of life. It stimulates strong
primary and secondary schools, provides rich cultural opportunities,
and generates an exciting and cosmopolitan community. The income
generated by the university insulates these communities from the eco-
nomic roller coaster faced by most other cities. Without such univer-
sities, these cities would be like any other small towns in America;
with them, they become exciting, cosmopolitan, richly diverse, and
wonderful places to live and work. But there are also drawbacks. The
impact of these universities—whether through parking, crowds, or
student behavior—can create inevitable tensions between town and
gown. Members of the city community who are not directly associ-
ated with the university are sometimes viewed as outsiders in the life
of both the university and the city.

Since my wife, Anne, and I had been members of the Ann Arbor
community for two decades before assuming the role as president, we
saw this town-gown relationship from two sides. While we under-
stood well the university’s interests, we also had experienced frustra-
tion with the occasional negative impact of the university—rising
property taxes as the university took more property off the tax rolls,
traf‹c and parking congestion, student disruptions, and a frequent
university attitude of insensitivity and even arrogance concerning city
issues. Unfortunately, the contentious nature of Ann Arbor city poli-
tics, aggravated by an Open Meetings Act that required the televising
of all meetings of government bodies (e.g., the city council or the
school board), made interactions with city of‹cials very dif‹cult.
Hence, we instead formed an informal group of community leaders,
drawn primarily from the private sector, with whom the executive
of‹cers could meet monthly on a private basis. We also developed
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quite good relations with the mayors of the city, who not infrequently
had strong university ties.6

Although this informal process did little to satisfy the appetite of
the local media and City Council, it did provide a very productive
mechanism for discussing important strategic issues facing the city
and the university. It led to a genuine effort to strengthen relation-
ships between the leadership of the university, the city government,
and the local business community. It also established important infor-
mal channels of communication, so that neither town nor gown was
taken off guard in important decisions. However, we were not suc-
cessful in many of these efforts, since the barrier of local politics was
sometimes too dif‹cult to overcome.

Public Relations

The public’s perception of higher education is ever changing. Public
opinion surveys reveal that at the most general level, the public
strongly supports high-quality education in our colleges and universi-
ties.7 Surveys of leaders in the public and private sector believe that
the United States continues to have the strongest higher education
system in the world, a fact they believe to be of vital importance to
our nation’s future.8 They believe it essential that higher education
remain accessible to every quali‹ed and motivated student, but they
also remain convinced that the vast majority of these students can still
get a college education if they want it. However, when one probes
public attitudes more deeply, many concerns about cost, student
behavior (alcohol, drugs, political activism), and intercollegiate ath-
letics appear. There is a growing concern that too many students
entering our universities are not suf‹ciently prepared academically to
bene‹t from a college education.

Public universities have an obligation to communicate with the
people who support us—to be open and accessible. People want to
know what we are doing, where we are going. We have an obligation
to be forthcoming. But here we face several major challenges. First,
we have to be honest in admitting that communication with the pub-
lic, especially via the press, does not always come easily to academics.
We are not always comfortable when we try to reach a broader audi-
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ence. We speak a highly specialized and more exacting language
among ourselves, and it can be dif‹cult to explain ourselves to others.
But we need to communicate to the public to explain our mission, to
convey the ‹ndings of our research, to share our learning.

Second, as I noted earlier, the public’s perception of the nature
and role of the modern university is inconsistent with reality. To be
sure, we remain a place where one sends the kids off to college. Such
concerns as cost, student behavior, athletics, and political correctness
are real and of concern to us just as they are to the public. But the mis-
sions and the issues characterizing the contemporary university are far
more complex than the media tends to portray them.

One of the curses of the American public is our willingness to
embrace the simplest possible solutions to the most complex of prob-
lems. Higher education is certainly an example. People seem eager to
believe that our system of higher education—still the envy of the
world—is wasteful, inef‹cient, and ineffective and that its leaders are
intent only on protecting their perquisites and privileges. Public uni-
versity presidents recognize there is a very simple formula for popu-
larity with the public:

1.  Freeze tuition and faculty salaries

2. Support populist agendas, such as sunshine laws

3. Limit the enrollment of out-of-state students

4. Sustain the status quo at all costs

5. Win at football

But most university leaders also recognize this as a Faustian bargain,
since it would also put their institutions at great risk with respect to aca-
demic program quality, diversity, and their capacity to serve society.

The Media

One of the facts of the modern university president’s life is the public
nature of position and the role of the press. This poses a particular
challenge in a public university, subject to intrusive sunshine laws
that can be used by determined reporters to pry into every aspect of
the institution’s operation and the private lives of its leaders. It is also
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a greater challenge when the university is located in a small city,
where there is little other news.

In earlier times, the relationship between the university and the
press was one of mutual trust and respect. Given the many values
common to both the profession of journalism and the academy, jour-
nalists, faculty, and academic leaders related well to one another. The
press understood the importance of the university, accepted its need
for some degree of autonomy similar to its own First Amendment
freedoms, and frequently worked to build public understanding and
support for higher education.

In today’s world, where all societal institutions have come under
greater scrutiny by the media, universities prove to be no exception.
Part of this is no doubt due to an increasingly adversarial approach
taken by journalists toward all of society, embracing a certain distrust
of everything and everyone as a necessary component of investigative
journalism. Partly to blame is the arrogance of many members of the
academy, university leaders among them, in assuming that the uni-
versity is somehow less accountable to society than are other social
institutions. But the shift in the media’s approach is also due in part
to the increasingly market-driven nature of contemporary journalism,
as it merges with or is acquired by the entertainment industry and
trades off journalistic values and integrity for market share and quar-
terly earnings statements.

Rare indeed is the newspaper that assigns high priority to covering
higher education. Even in college towns, the local papers assign far
more resources to covering athletics than to reporting on academics.
While it is certainly true that the academy does not understand how
the press operates, it is equally true that the press is remarkably igno-
rant of the major issues facing higher education.

Whether the local press is supportive or hostile depends most sen-
sitively on the persuasion of the editor, who determines not only the
editorial position of the paper but also which reporters are assigned to
cover the higher education beat. For the ‹rst few years of my admin-
istration, we experienced relatively positive or at least benign treat-
ment in the local papers. Looking back over press clippings, I was
quite amazed to ‹nd a number of very positive editorials commend-
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ing the university’s actions or positions on most issues. However,
eventually the local editor reached the conclusion of his predecessors:
university controversy in a community dominated by a large univer-
sity stirs up interest, sells papers, and, most signi‹cant, sells advertis-
ing. Hence a junkyard-dog reporter was assigned to cover the univer-
sity and stir things up, and life became considerably more dif‹cult.

the loyal (and sometimes 
not so loyal)  opposition

Of course, the political role of the president is not con‹ned to exter-
nal constituencies, such as state and federal government, the public,
or the media. With various internal constituencies (students, faculty,
staff, trustees) and special interest groups always jockeying for posi-
tion, university campuses can become political tempests. Although
university presidents generally have relatively little in›uence over the
university’s political culture or political issues, they frequently receive
demands to take one side or another, to make a statement, or to take
action. At the very least, they are expected to manage the political bat-
tles, to prevent the intrusion of outside forces (e.g., government), and
to create—as best they can—a level playing ‹eld for the debate over
contentious issues. Throughout this effort, presidents are also
expected to protect the interests, the values, and the reputation of the
university.

For the most part, campus-based political activities are not only
highly constructive but also can become important elements of the
educational process. They represent one of the most important roles
of the university in America, to challenge the status quo in a setting
that allows free and thoughtful debate. Furthermore, most partici-
pants in these activities are well intentioned, if frequently quite pas-
sionate about their concerns. Faculty members voicing concerns
about university policies or broader social issues are usually not only
well informed but thoughtful and creative, willing to listen to and
consider other points of view, even as they make persuasive arguments
for their own views. Although students are frequently ill informed
about particular issues (e.g., student disciplinary policies or campus
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safety), they are largely sincere in their beliefs—even though, in many
cases, they have not learned yet the importance of allowing all sides of
an issue to be heard.

Several examples of constructive campus-based debate during my
tenure come to mind. The Supreme Court case that challenged the
university’s use of race as a factor in student admissions was stimu-
lated by a long-standing Michigan faculty member, Carl Cohen, who
passionately believed that in a truly diverse and egalitarian society,
race simply should not be used as a factor in any decision. Cohen was
also deeply loyal to the university, and although his opposition to uni-
versity af‹rmative action policies triggered a national debate and
expensive litigation, it was an important issue that deserved this atten-
tion. Although I disagreed strongly with Cohen’s stance, we respected
one another, and I actually encouraged this debate.

So, too, students who were passionate about particular issues were
usually well intentioned and believed they were ‹ghting on behalf of
just causes. Students were the primary driving force and energy
behind the Michigan Mandate, the university’s massive effort to
diversify its campus and extend educational opportunity to under-
served populations. If students had not taken to the battlements on
issues involving racial justice and tolerance on the campus, it is quite
unlikely that the university would have moved as vigorously or suc-
cessfully to equate social diversity with academic excellence. To be
sure, there were times when the most contentious students would
take on causes that would have been highly questionable to outsiders,
such as the long-standing effort to eliminate the university’s student
disciplinary policy (“the Code”). Sometimes even their student col-
leagues would dismiss such efforts as nonsense.

Yet, on any campus, there are always those with agendas who uti-
lize political mechanisms to seek personal objectives. Sometimes this
is healthy, such as on those occasions when students simply view cam-
pus politics as a personal stepping-stone toward a political career after
graduation. What better place to learn how to be an effective politi-
cian than in the safe, secure, no-fault environment of a university
campus. However, more sinister were those who sought to use politics
for personal vendettas or political gain at the expense of the institu-
tion. The real danger comes from those who take advantage of the
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free, open, and tolerant culture of a university in order to advance
their personal agendas, in full recognition that they are trampling over
the values of the university and exploiting the good intentions of oth-
ers in order to pursue their own perverse ends. In a sense, these mav-
ericks become infectious diseases, poisoning the academic culture,
which frequently is unable to identify their real motives, much less
defend against them.

Particularly vulnerable to manipulation by malevolent purposes is
elected faculty governance. While faculty governance at the level of
academic departments and colleges continues to be both effective and
essential for such academic matters as curriculum development, fac-
ulty hiring, and tenure evaluation, it is increasingly dif‹cult to achieve
true faculty participation in broader university matters through
elected bodies, such as faculty senates, which are particularly vulnera-
ble to takeover by single interest faculty groups. At Michigan, these
faculty coups typically erupted from the Medical School, since its size
(over 1,000 faculty), faculty stress level (due to heavy clinical loads),
and top-down administrative culture frequently left disgruntled fac-
ulty members with little recourse but to look beyond the school itself
to express their frustrations.

A second university component that is particularly vulnerable to
political manipulation is the university’s board of regents. Of course,
every university governing board has its mavericks, members who are
particularly outspoken with bizarre views, unusually self-serving, or
occasionally even hostile to the university. This is particularly the case
with public universities, since their governing board members are
selected through a political process and usually come with particular
political views. Most governing board members are able to set aside
these political interests when the interests of the institution are at
stake. However, there are always those who use their position on the
board to push personal or political agendas despite the damage it
could do to the university.

The Michigan governing board has always had its share of these
mavericks—going back to the time of the ‹rst elected board, in which
a particularly aggressive regent managed to take over the board as its
chairman and then orchestrate a successful effort to ‹re the univer-
sity’s ‹rst president, Henry Tappan, despite the fact that Tappan was
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viewed as one of the most effective and visionary university leaders in
the history of American higher education. What has made this fact of
life particularly dif‹cult to handle has been the small size of Michi-
gan’s board, since with only eight members, one curmudgeon can
have very considerable in›uence. This brings me to the last and most
sensitive political responsibility of the presidency: reporting to, work-
ing with, advising, educating, and shaping the agenda of the govern-
ing board of the university.

the president and the governing board

In a formal sense, at least, the relationship of a university president to
the institution’s governing board has some similarities with that
between a CEO and a corporate board of directors. The board has the
legal authority and ‹duciary responsibility for the institution. It can
make policy and hire and ‹re the president just like a corporate board.
However, there is one major difference. In contrast to corporate
board members selected for their experience and knowledge of busi-
ness practices (as is now required by law, e.g., the Sarbanes-Oxley
Act), many university board members have little understanding about
what really goes on in a university, since they have never been in fac-
ulty roles. Moreover, Harold Shapiro has noted, “Despite much
rhetoric to the contrary, members of the board generally show little
sustained interest in the needs and aspirations of the members of the
academic community, and vice versa.” Hence, the role of a president,
beyond that of leading the university’s management team to imple-
ment the boards policies and directives, is to educate the board
suf‹ciently that it becomes a positive force for the university. Fur-
thermore, the president both represents the faculty to the governing
board and similarly represents the board to the faculty. Again I quote
Shapiro: “A key leadership challenge for the university president is to
ensure that the governing board, in both public and private universi-
ties, comes to view the education and research programs of the uni-
versity and the internal intellectual culture necessary to support these
as providing a very valuable social product—one well worth consider-
able investment despite many risks.”9

Here, it is important to state once again that most university gov-
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erning board members—whether elected, appointed, or self-
selected—are conscientious volunteers, strongly committed to the
welfare of their university. Yet they are frequently caught in a system
of governance that is increasingly incompatible with the growing
complexity and importance of the contemporary university. The lay
character of boards, their vulnerability to disruption by renegade
members, and their lack of accountability can put the university at
some risk.

Put in somewhat more colorful language, many public university
presidents believe that their ‹rst responsibility is to protect the uni-
versity from its governing board, to keep it focused on those areas of
policies where it has both responsibility and educable expertise and
away from dabbling in management, campus politics, labor contracts,
and the football program. This challenge is made all the more dif‹cult
by the deeply ingrained practice of end-running that characterizes the
creative anarchy of a university. Physicians treating governing board
members will lobby about Medical Center issues. Most trustees enjoy
the celebrity treatment provided by the Athletic Department and
present a ready ear to the concerns of the coaches and the athletic
director. Even the most political of trustees exhibits a thin skin when
it comes to treatment in the local newspapers, either on campus or in
the community. Of course, some are not above leaking con‹dential
information in an effort to ingratiate themselves with the press. Some
will use their position to feather their own nest, by exerting pressure
to admit the children of friends or procure the best football tickets for
business or political associates. Perhaps of most concern are those
trustees who develop a messianic character, believing they are the cho-
sen ones with the duty to keep the university on the straight and nar-
row path. Sometimes this tendency can characterize an entire govern-
ing board, which comes to believe it is more important than the
institution it “serves”—a somewhat different concept than “governs,”
I admit.

Board discipline is a very important, yet delicate, process. Just as a
chain is only as strong as its weakest link, a university governing board
is only as good as its worst member—particularly in the case of the
small, political boards characterizing public universities. The public
antics of one regent are frequently viewed by the university commu-
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nity and beyond as re›ecting the quality of the entire board. All too
often, governing board members, like politicians everywhere, rush to
defend their colleagues regardless of how reprehensible their behavior
has been. It has always struck me as odd that boards will circle the wag-
ons to defend even the most outrageous behavior of their board col-
leagues, apparently not realizing that by failing to discipline inappro-
priate behavior by their colleagues, they are perceived on the campus
and beyond as accomplices in the transgression. The president and
other of‹cers of the university are put in an awkward position when a
board ignores inappropriate behavior by one of its members, usually
with the rationalization “Well, a trustee has to have some latitude.”

The task of carrying bad tidings to the board should fall to the uni-
versity secretary, who is responsible for maintaining both the activi-
ties and the relationships of the board. As is true of the secretary of a
corporate board of directors, the role of a university secretary is
absolutely critical and increasingly requires considerable expertise as
well as skillful rapport (not to mention a thick skin). Presidents
should beware of board secretaries who back away from the dif‹cult
relationships that sometimes arise between board members and fac-
ulty or administrators—or, far worse, who become more loyal to the
board than the president, a situation that will likely lead to either the
secretary’s termination or the president’s resignation.

Universities are very complex, and it takes even the most sophisti-
cated governing board members years to begin to understand them, if
ever. Hopefully the timescales for leadership within a governing
board are suf‹ciently long that just as cream rises to the top, the more
senior, respected, and knowledgeable board members will gradually
move into roles where they can lead, in›uence, and educate their col-
leagues. Woe be to a president and university if senior board members
disappear prematurely, leaving behind only inexperienced colleagues.
Although this rarely happens with private governing boards (because
of their process of self-selection), it is an all-too-frequent occurrence
with public boards, due to political shifts triggered by a change in
governor or electorate.

Many people believe that the deterioration in the quality of gov-
erning boards, the confusion concerning their roles, and the increas-
ingly political nature of their activities pose a serious threat to the
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quality and reputation of higher education.10 Beyond the dangers
posed to their institutions, the burdens malcontent governing board
members place on their presidents can be signi‹cant, including the
amount of time required to accommodate the special interests of
board members, the abuse presidents receive from board members
with strong personal or political agendas, and the increasing tenta-
tiveness presidents exhibit because they never know whether their
boards will support or attack them. While perhaps super‹cially reas-
suring government leaders, the media, and the public that greater
oversight and accountability is being exercised, the long-term damage
such rogue board members can cause to an institution are consider-
able and represent a very major challenge to effective presidential
leadership and to their more conscientious colleagues on the govern-
ing board.

the broader political agenda of the
university and the university presidency

The university president is both responsible for and responsive to the
myriad and diverse political relationships both external and internal
to the university. For example, much of the attention of my adminis-
tration at Michigan was directed at building far stronger relationships
with the multitude of external and internal constituencies served by
and supporting the university. Efforts were made to strengthen bonds
with both state and federal government, ranging from systemic initia-
tives (e.g., opening and staf‹ng new of‹ces in Lansing and Washing-
ton) to developing personal relationships with key public leaders (e.g.,
the governor, the White House, Michigan’s congressional delega-
tion). A parallel effort was made to develop more effective relation-
ships with the media at the local, state, and national level.

The challenges faced in establishing our relevance and credibility
to this array of interests and at the same time sustaining our funda-
mental values and purposes were formidable. This balancing act faced
serious problems: the diversity—indeed, incompatibility—of the val-
ues, needs, and expectations of these various constituencies who all
view higher education through quite different lenses; the tension
between such responsiveness and the university’s role as a center of
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learning where all ideas can be freely questioned in light of reason; the
increasing narrowness of the public’s support for higher education—
a “What have you done for me lately?” attitude—and an increasing
sense of competitiveness with other interests and sectors and other
urgent social needs for a decreasing pool of public and private dollars.
Needless to say, balancing the university’s relationships with these
many different constituencies proves to be quite an acrobatic feat—a
high-wire act, performed without a safety net. No matter how a uni-
versity structures its external relations activities, the primary responsi-
bilities eventually come to rest on the desk of the president. The man-
agement of this complex web of relationships requires clear goals, a
carefully developed strategy, and an effective organizational structure.

Beyond the responsibility for managing the relationships of the
university with a multitude of external and internal constituencies,
university presidents also should play an important role as public
‹gures who articulate and exemplify the values of higher education.
This is particularly important during a period when higher education
has become increasingly important to our society. In an increasingly
knowledge-driven society, more and more people seek education as
their hope for a better future—the key to good jobs and careers, to
meaningful and ful‹lling lives. The knowledge created on our cam-
puses addresses many of the most urgent needs of society—for exam-
ple, health care, national security, economic competitiveness, and
environmental protection. The complexity of our world, the impact
of technology, the insecurity of employment, and the uncertainty of
our times have led all sectors of our society to identify education in
general and higher education in particular as key to the future.

Yet in the midst of this growing importance—indeed, perhaps
because of it—higher education has also become the focus of increas-
ing concerns and criticism. Many see the contemporary university as
big, self-centered, and even greedy, as it gouges parents with high
tuition and inappropriately charges government for research. Some
characterize our students as spoiled and badly behaved and our facul-
ties as irresponsibly lazy. Our campuses are portrayed as citadels of
intolerance, plagued by a long list of “isms”—racism, sexism, elitism,
and extremism. Some have even charged us with an erosion of our
most fundamental academic values, using as examples the faculty’s
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lack of concern for undergraduate education, numerous well-publi-
cized cases of scienti‹c fraud or misconduct, and incidents of political
correctness.

While there is certainly much that is refutable in many of these
criticisms, it would be a mistake simply to dismiss them. They do rep-
resent the genuine concerns of the American public—albeit charac-
terized by a great misunderstanding of what we are and what we do.
They also contain a good deal of truth about us. Hence, the role of the
university president is to listen carefully to these broader concerns and
attempt to address them, both by participating in a broader effort of
civic education and by leading internal efforts to better align the acad-
emy with public purpose and accountability.

Much of my tenure at Michigan was spent in such activities, work-
ing closely with other university presidents at the local, state, or
national level to strengthen the relationship between higher education
and the body politic. For example, the treetops effort to build a lead-
ership network across the state of Michigan on behalf of higher edu-
cation was largely driven by the University of Michigan’s leadership.
Working closely with various national organizations, such as the
Association of American Universities and the American Council on
Education, several of us worked to build the Science Coalition, com-
prised of leaders of American industry, to defend the nation’s research
efforts against the budget-slashing mentality triggered by the Gramm-
Rudman Act of the 1980s. One of our most interesting efforts was to
convince the presidents of the Big Ten universities that they should
commit the free commercial time they received in broadcasting their
NCAA football and basketball games to promoting the bene‹ts of
higher education rather than simply their own institutions. Here, the
prominent Chicago advertising company Leo Burnett contributed a
pro bono effort to help produce several quite stunning 60-second
commercials highlighting the importance of higher education to the
nation, an effort that pushed this important message into hundreds of
millions of households.

Yet this last example also illustrates the challenges of persuading
university presidents to commit time and effort beyond the interests
of their own institutions, since as several of the Big Ten presidencies
turned over, the new presidents soon reclaimed these valuable broad-
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casting minutes for promoting their own universities. More generally,
while many university presidents provide important leadership for all
of higher education, committing great time and effort, others look
only for ways to advantage their own institutions, remaining aloof
from such cooperative ventures. This insular tendency of some uni-
versity presidents can be particularly damaging when it involves lead-
ing universities that have long been depended on to advance the cause
of higher education.

the hazards of political leadership

Today, many universities ‹nd that the most formidable forces con-
trolling their destiny are political in nature. When you get right down
to it, universities are victims of their own success. Our world has
entered an era in which educated people and the ideas they produce
have truly become the wealth of nations, and universities are clearly
identi‹ed as the prime producers of that wealth. This central role
means that more people today have a stake in higher education. More
people want to harness it to their own ends. We have become more
visible and more vulnerable as institutions. We attract more con-
stituents and support, but we also attract more opponents.

There are many lessons to be learned from the experiences of my
leadership team at Michigan. First among these is the importance of
›exibility and agility in navigating through the ever-shifting winds of
the political environment. The years of my presidency saw state gov-
ernment swing from a liberal Democratic governor and Demo-
cratically controlled legislature to a moderate Republican governor
and a divided statehouse. This occurred at the same time that the
opposite transition was occurring in Washington, from the Reagan
White House and a Democratic Congress to the Clinton years, fol-
lowed by the Newt-onian revolution (à la Gingrich) in Congress that
led to Republican control. Each shift not only required rebuilding
new relationships with new leaders and their staffs but accommodat-
ing the new philosophies that accompanied shifts in political stripes.
Such transitions became even more frequent and complex with the
introduction of term limits in many states (including Michigan).

Political earthquakes at the federal or state level also propagate
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strong tremors into public universities. New governors appoint or
in›uence the nomination and election of new governing board mem-
bers. Woe be to the president who has been too closely associated with
the outgoing political powers, particularly in those states where the tra-
dition has been to regard public universities as just another component
of state government, subservient to the political party in power.

To some degree, the changing political environment of the uni-
versity re›ects a more fundamental shift from issue-oriented to
image-dominated politics at all levels—federal, state, and local. Pub-
lic opinion drives political contributions, and vice versa, and these
determine successful candidates and eventually legislation. Policy is
largely an aftermath exercise, since the agenda is really set by polling
and political contributions. Issues, strategy, and the “vision thing” are
largely left on the sidelines. Since higher education has never been
particularly in›uential either in determining public opinion or in
making campaign contributions, the university is left with only the
option of reacting as best it can to the agenda set by others.

Political leadership is both challenging and hazardous to the uni-
versity president. For some presidents, the concern about stepping on
a political land mine becomes almost an obsession, always on their
mind and always dominating their actions. Each time the president
stands in harm’s way, there is always a chance of a fatal blow. The
political environment of the academic presidency is unusually unfor-
giving. Most politicians can make mistake after mistake without fear
of consequence, since recalls are almost impossible (except in Califor-
nia) and since the next election is usually far enough in the future that
missteps will be forgotten or forgiven. In contrast, university presi-
dents usually serve at the pleasure of lay governing boards that are
subjected to the continual assessment of the president by faculty,
alumni, and the media. In a sense, the president must be engaged in a
continuous political campaign to build support and avoid a vote of no
con‹dence, since one step on a political land mine can bring disaster.

In the end, it is important for the president to recognize that pol-
itics is a contact sport. While truth, justice, and rational persuasion
were the cornerstone of our efforts at Michigan, there were times
when we had to take off the gloves to defend the institution—to stand
up to governors who wanted to weaken the university’s autonomy,
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legislators attacking our af‹rmative action programs, or congressmen
launching yet another investigation into trumped-up charges for their
political gain. This was never easy, since the natural tendency of most
university staff is to immediately go on the defensive, to avoid mak-
ing waves. One of my executive of‹cers with extensive experience at
other public universities lamented, “We just don’t have enough folks
around here willing to pick up a sword and ‹ght on behalf of the uni-
versity!” He certainly was willing, and so was I. But we were also well
aware that the army of faculty and staff, friends and allies, that was
marching behind us was inevitably modest and might quickly dissi-
pate in the face of intense political pressure.

There were times when I thought of my political role as roughly
akin to that of a tired, old sheriff in a frontier town in the American
West. Every day I would have to drag my bruised, scarred carcass out
of bed, strap on my guns, and go out into the main street to face
whatever gunslingers had ridden in to shoot up the town that day.
Sometimes these were politicians; other times the media; still other
times special interest groups on campus; even occasionally other uni-
versity leaders, such as deans or regents. Each time I went into battle
to defend the university, I knew that one day I would run into some-
one faster on the draw than I was. In retrospect, it is amazing that I
managed to perform this particular duty of the presidency for almost
a decade with only a few scars to show for the effort.

Yet tentativeness in the face of such political threats can itself be a
danger, since failing to take prompt action can make many situations
even worse. Procrastination and, worse yet, avoidance can lead to dis-
aster in the unforgiving political environment of the university.
Hence, effective presidents must approach their task with a certain
sense of adventure, since once a university leader begins to be con-
cerned about mere survival as a priority, he or she rapidly becomes
ineffective. It is only by taking chances, by doing things, that you
accomplish anything. After all, if all one wants to do is to be king,
czar, emperor, or CEO, there are lots of more enjoyable, rewarding,
and secure opportunities than a university presidency.
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