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Faculty Consultative Committee 

Thursday, December 5, 2013 

12:00 – 1:45 

Room 262 Mondale Hall 

 

 

Present: Will Durfee (chair), Linda Bearinger, Avner Ben-Ner, James Cloyd, Eva von Dassow, 

Jigna Desai, Janet Ericksen, Gary Gardner, Maria Gini, Joseph Konstan, Russell Luepker, 

Alon McCormick, Karen Mesce, Ned Patterson, Paul Ranelli, Rebecca Ropers-Huilman, 

David Satin, Chris Uggen, Jean Wyman 

 

Absent: none 

 

Guests: Vice President and Dean Aaron Friedman; Alumni Association Chief Executive Officer 

Lisa Lewis 

 

Other: none 

 

[In these minutes:  (1) discussion with Vice President Aaron Friedman (closed); (2) discussion with 

Alumni Association CEO Lisa Lewis] 

 

 

1. Discussion with Vice President Friedman 
 

 Professor Durfee convened the meeting at noon, announced as voted that the discussion with Dr. 

Friedman would be closed, and welcomed him. 

 

 The discussion with Dr. Friedman touched on relationships between the Academic Health Center 

and the rest of the University, patient relations, HIPPA, the agreement with Fairview, the education of 

health professionals, Academic Health Center student debt, and faculty hiring and various faculty roles. 

 

 Professor Durfee thanked Dr. Friedman for his remarks and for serving as interim vice president 

and dean and wished him well. 

 

2. Discussion with Alumni Association CEO Lewis 
 

 Professor Durfee welcomed Ms. Lewis to the meeting and said that one focus of the discussion 

would about ways faculty members, and the faculty governance system, could help the Alumni 

Association move ahead; he also noted that one member of the Committee (Professor Wyman) serves as a 

representative on the Alumni Association Board of Directors. 

 

 Ms. Lewis thanked the Committee for the opportunity to talk with it and to develop a relationship 

with the Committee.  The Alumni Association, like the University of Minnesota Foundation, is a 

501(c)(3) organization, a partner organization to help advance the University's missions.  The 

Association's chief goal is to engage the 435,000 alumni with the University and with each other—and to 
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approach its work by looking at it from the alumni perspective:  how to make it relevant for them and 

what they want, not just what the University wants; they try to address both needs. 

 

 Ms. Lewis noted three categories of goals of the Association:  alumni take care of each other, 

alumni take care of students, and alumni take care of their alma mater.  Included in the first are 

"networking, providing career services, supporting professional development, sustaining lifelong learning 

and enrichment, socializing and fellowship, and : shared loyalty and love for the U, helping other Gophers 

in their personal and professional lives, joining the Alumni Association and supporting the growth of the 

loyal alumni community, [and] creating unique access to people, places and events."   

 

The second, taking care of students, includes "teaching traditions and welcoming them to the 

University and alumni family, mentoring, speaking in classrooms, serving on career panels, conducting 

informational interviews, opening doors and networks, providing internships, hiring students, funding 

scholarships, helping with transition to life after graduation, [and] serving as an inspiration for the 

students’ aspirations."  Ms. Lewis observed that reaching young alumni is an important goal and they 

need to be aware that "student" debt is really student borrowing and alumni debt; when trying to develop 

relationships with young alumni, they are asking alumni to volunteer and contribute—but what is on their 

minds is their debt, so career help is something young alumni see as attractive. 

 

The third, taking care of their alma mater, "advocating for the U, recruiting students, making 

philanthropic gifts, providing alumni perspectives and feedback to University leaders, volunteering as a 

leader for the U (giving time and talent on behalf of the U), showing pride as brand ambassadors (alumni 

success, Gopher gear, diploma displayed, etc.), becoming patrons of U of M arts and athletics (season 

tickets, watching or attending events), [and] representing and promoting the U in the workplace, local 

communities and online." 

 

 Of the 435,000 alumni, 53% are in Minnesota and another 31% are in the United States but 

outside Minnesota; of the remainder, some are international and some do not have complete address 

records.  Characteristic of research universities, 37% of alumni hold graduate degrees while 63% hold an 

undergraduate degree, Ms. Lewis said.  The degree level affects how people want to relate to the 

University and its units.  Undergraduate alums tend to identify most with the institution as a whole, while 

for graduate alums the college is the primary link and identification—and for doctoral alumni, it is often a 

single department or faculty member that defines their University experience.  It is important to 

understand those differences, she said.  She also noted that four colleges account for about two-thirds of 

the University's alumni:  CLA (29%), Education and Human Development (15%), CSE (13%), and the 

Carlson School (10%). 

 

 How to engage the alumni?  The Association offers a wide variety of programs and services to 

meet its goals.  By hosting and/or supporting a number of  campus awards programs, including faculty 

awards,  the Association recognizes excellence, Ms. Lewis said; they also have a legislative advocacy 

network to support the academic mission of the University, they hold special events, and offer many other  

opportunities to engage, such as Homecoming and the Annual Celebration. 

  

 In terms of going forward and change in the Association, the perception has been that the 

Association is s largely been focused on dues-paying members, Ms. Lewis related, which creates a group 

that is "in" and group that is not.  They believe that all alumni have something to offer, so they are 

changing the focus to serve *all* alumni.  It has been, up to now, "give us $50 and we'll build a 
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relationship"; what they are now doing is flipping that around, and seeking to build the relationship—and 

hope that the alumni believe in the mission enough that they will give (a model similar to the one used by  

National Public Radio).  There will remain some members-only benefits, however, such as the print 

version of Minnesota magazine. 

 

 Professor Luepker asked what percentage of alumni belongs to the Association.  Ms. Lewis 

reported that there are about 55,000 members, which is in the middling range for institutions such as the 

University of Minnesota.  About the highest membership level any institution may achieve is about 30% - 

35% and some see a level as low as 5%. 

 

 Professor Satin asked what the top three or four reasons are that alumni donate to the Association.  

Ms. Lewis noted that people donate to the Foundation, and the Foundation would have that information; 

among the major reasons they join the Association are because of loyalty, connections, and receipt of 

information—it is not typically because of any discounts they receive. 

 

 Professor Wyman asked about the connection between the Alumni Association and the University 

of Minnesota Foundation.  Ms. Lewis said the two organizations are looking at the same audience and 

they share data; it is a partnership that is growing rapidly, especially in terms of technology.  Because 

they are dealing with an overlapping audience, they must coordinate how they ask people for support; the 

Association believes that people have more to give than gifts and that if it can build connections with 

alumni, and show that the University cares about them, they will then start to donate.  So what they are 

trying to do is increase the number of alumni with whom they make connections. 

 

 Professor Gardner said he has been at the University for 23 years and has never understood why 

the Association charges dues.  He is not charged for membership in the alumni association of his graduate 

school—but he donates money.  Ms. Lewis said that there is a difference between public and private 

institutions, and the private institutions do an extraordinarily good job of cultivating their alumni—they 

want the alumni funding the institution, not the relationship.  Public schools have historically not funded 

alumni relations operations at the same level, and have relied on the alumni to fund the alumni activities.  

For example, 15% of the Association’s current budget comes from the University.  The private 

institutions see investing in alumni relations as a cost of doing business that yields a return on the 

investment in building relationships with alumni, who they ask to fund the institution.  The opportunity 

here is for the University to consider what it wants from its alumni—but putting resources into the 

relationships is difficult because there are opportunity costs.  Investing in alumni relations is a lot like a 

company putting money into research and development:  if it does not do so, it doesn't have the pipeline it 

needs for the future.  The private schools began making that investment decades ago and received billions 

of dollars in return for hundreds of thousands of dollars of investment,  It is tougher for public institutions 

to make that kind of investment when they have to consider tuition revenues, accountability, and state 

support; it is a long-term investment. 

 

 The investment is also not just about money, Professor McCormick said; the University needs its 

alumni for a number of reasons, including placement information and reflections on their experiences; the 

latter is something the faculty like help with.  Ms. Lewis agreed and said that even if the University had 

all the money it needed, it would still care about its alumni because they can give much to the institution 

beyond money. 
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 Professor Ranelli asked how graduates from professional fields are counted; as graduate degrees, 

Ms. Lewis said, and she affirmed that her work is with the Twin Cities campus.  That is a problem, from 

his perspective, Professor Ranelli said, and suggested that the Association needs to think about 

relationships with alumni on a system basis.  He pointed out that there is not a large alumni base in 

outstate Minnesota.  Ms. Lewis observed that she is in a position that is not considered system-wide, but 

the question did come up in a recent conversation with national alumni chapter leaders and there is 

interest in including system alumni in some of the Association's activities, where it makes sense to both 

groups.  She said she believed there would have to be a hybrid system, given the decentralization of the 

campuses, but there is much outside of athletics (which is campus-based) that is advocacy-related, for 

example, and excluding the non-Twin-Cities campuses on certain issues might not be wise.  She said she 

would need to talk with the campus chancellors, but in any case what they do must be based on what the 

alumni want. 

 

 Professor Desai asked how decentralization versus centralization works.  What if alumni identify 

with a department but are asked to contribute to the University?  There is a disconnect there; how does the 

Association find out what alumni want?  Ms. Lewis pointed out that there are alumni relations officers in 

every college—the University has a very decentralized model and the structures vary by unit.  The 

approach needs to be centered on what is most relevant to the alumni, rather than our own internal 

organizational structure.    There must be a level of trust and responsibility so that staff can reach out and 

engage alumni based on current alumni interests.  She said one must look at the connection with alumni 

from their perspective:  where they were when they got their degree at age 22 may not match where they 

are in life at age 50, but the University can still try to connect with them.  She said she hopes there can be 

strategic shift in how the institution reaches out. 

 

 Professor Uggen said he is disappointed that the University is not investing in meeting the data 

needs of the Association.  Does it have the data it needs?  Does the University need to start collecting 

better information?  Ms. Lewis said they have basic information—degree, where someone lives, if the 

person is a member of the Association and if he or she has donated to the University.  They know less 

about people's interests, what they did as a student (e.g., played in the band, were part of the Greek 

system, etc.), and they need to get better at collecting that kind of information.  Ms. Lewis observed that 

Greek alumni tend to be the most loyal and also some of the biggest donors, and there is a big effort 

underway to find and reach out to them now.  They need more psychographic information and are 

working with the Foundation and with outside help to develop more sophisticated data. 

 

 Professor Satin said that he recognizes that all institutions of higher education engage in alumni 

relations; he wondered how they draw the line between "connecting with alumni" and nepotism (e.g., 

favoring alumni over others in considering people for jobs).  This may be more of a problem for public 

institutions.  Ms. Lewis said they are trying to create a culture of alumni helping each other—and are not 

suggesting that a business not hire the best employee.  They want alumni to help each other in ways that 

are best for them (e.g., with a start-up company) and create a warm relationship, an opening to a dialogue, 

not an exclusionary environment.  They are trying to develop networks to give people more options.  

Professor Satin said that if he had not gone to college but read in the newspaper that the Association was 

"creating unique access to people, places and events," he would ask if people are receiving preferred 

treatment.  Ms. Lewis said that they are in the business of connecting people and, for example, an event 

that provides access to interesting people and places is one way to do so. 
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 Professor Gardner said that the Association could make all alumni members of the Association 

and provide the magazine to everyone electronically.  They do send an electronic version of Minnesota 

Magazine to all alumni with e-mail addresses, Ms. Lewis said.  In terms of graduate versus undergraduate 

alumni, Professor Gardner said, there are many foreign scientists who are graduate degree holders from 

the University and who are now leaders in their own countries.  They identify with the University and 

could be cultivated and lead chapters.  Ms. Lewis agreed that connecting with international alumni is an 

area that they could develop further, but will need resources to do so. 

 

 Professor Luepker reported that he will soon be attending his college reunion and will attend his 

medical school reunion next year.  The University doesn't appear to hold alumni reunions; is that because 

it is too big?  The fund-raising goal for his college class is $2 million.  Ms. Lewis said that reunions work 

well with small cohort sizes (e.g., law and medicine).  At large public institutions, where several thousand 

students graduate at the same time and where they do not know each other, class year reunions do not 

work well. 

 

 Professor Konstan said that the solution a number of places have adopted for reunions is to 

identify when a student entered the institution and use that year for reunion grouping purposes; another 

solution is to organize multi-year reunions around some common experience (e.g., marching band or 

living in a particular residence hall).  He then asked about MOOCs and building connections; how do they 

keep the Association in the loop?  Ms. Lewis said that she is a member of the senior leadership group and 

she is doing a lot of relationship building across campus.  MOOCs are a great way to provide an 

intellectual connection back to the U.  The UMAA is looking for more opportunities to share the existing 

resources of the U and the work of the faculty with the alumni.  As an example, they sent a link to the Ted 

Talk with Professor Marla Spivak to all alumni in the alumni e-newsletter.  There are a lot of great talks at 

the University that they need to deliver to the right people in the right way.  The faculty produce the 

content, she observed. 

 

 Professor Durfee thanked Ms. Lewis for joining the Committee and asked her to let the 

Committee know if there are things the faculty can do to help her work. 

 

 Professor Durfee adjourned the meeting at 1:45. 

 

      -- Gary Engstrand 

 

University of Minnesota 


