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The purpose of this exercise is to provide a national context for some of the ways people go about determining 
whether or not we are competing successfully in the research university marketplace.  Now, before I get to the 
numbers and the toys that we’ll see on the screen, I need to give you some background about how the project 
this represents came into being. The project came into being because most of the ranking systems that exist 
for higher education are methodologically flawed, conceptually flawed, and fraudulent in many ways.  For 
that reason, they are not useful for people who are trying to help a university succeed. They don’t answer 
your question which is “How are we doing in the context of American public or private higher education?” 
Especially in terms of research universities, and what are the indices, the measurements, the indicators that 
will help us find our way in a competitive universe.  
 
We started out and we said, “Ok, let’s see what we can put together that is reasonably coherent, reasonably 
reliable, reasonably resistant to various forms of fraud and corruption and that doesn’t require institutional 
intervention to produce the data.” Most of the surveys and most of the rankings you see are based on things 
that universities are asked to fill out. So they send you a form and they say, “Tell us this, tell us that, tell us 
the other,” and nobody audits the results. So the universities all lie in various ways to try to improve their 
rankings. The result of that is that you get rankings that make no sense. Secondly, most of the published 
rankings take dissimilar kinds of objects, dissimilar kinds of measurements, manipulate them in some way 
and then add up the numbers and produce a number that reflects, in theory, the ethereal wonderfulness of 
the institution.  Now those rankings are, by definition, bad.  Anytime you see a ranking of a university that 
produces a single number, it’s bad.  Just assume it’s bad.  And you can assume it is being done (a) for 
publicity purposes, (b) to create a revenue stream for the magazine or the journal or the publication that is 
producing it, or (c) to try to make an institution feel good. And so institutions spend a lot of time 
manipulating their data. In some other context, I’d be glad to explain to you how to manipulate the data so 
you can do better in the U.S. News & World Report.  Those of us who have observed this for some time are 
experts in which parts of the data are easily manipulated.  But, nonetheless, from our point of view, we were 
interested in seeing if we could understand what it was that produced high performing, first-class research 
universities in America.  That was the question we asked.   
 
First of all we said, “What are the key indicators in this game? How do we create the universe we are going to 
measure?” We tried a lot of various ways to imagine that, but in the end, we are very simple minded, which is 
one of the criterion for this project.  It must be intelligible, simple minded and clear. We said, let’s take any 
institution that spends $20 million a year from federal research sources and call them a top American 
research university. Now, $20 million is not a lot of money, because Johns Hopkins has a billion something.  
So the range is from $20 million to up to a billion something. On the other hand, if you take all of the 
institutions that give a degree and that get federal research money of $20 million and above, you’ve accounted 
for almost 94% of all the federal research expenditures in higher education institutions, public or private, in 
America. That is the competitive universe.  The rest of those institutions are splattered out all over the map. 
Somebody has a million bucks here and $2 million there and $5 million there.   
 
Now, what that tells you is that, out of the 2400 four-year degree granting institutions in America, there’s 
only about 160 or 170 that fit into this category of top research universities.  There are only 170 institutions 
that spend $20 million or more a year from competitive federal sources.  So that was our universe. We said 
that’s the competition. So when you go out and apply for a grant, those are the people you are competing 
with.  When you are participating in the publish or perish game , for the most part, that is the world you are 
competing with. When you recruit the top faculty in America, those are the institutions you are competing 
with.  It doesn’t matter whether you are in the humanities or the social sciences or the revenue generating 



parts of the institution, you are still competing with those same institutions.  So we said let’s take that 
universe and let’s see what happens if we try to find indicators on various dimensions that are important for 
research university success.  Then we went out and started to collect the data. We identified 9 data points.  
 
The first and the most important are research methods. We measured total research, all of the research, 
including federal, non-federal, and corporate . It includes anything you can imagine that we capture and 
spend on research. Earmarks are in there and all that good stuff is  in there.  That’s total research.  The 
reason total research is listed separately is that, for many universities, especially the big land-grant 
universities, they have a large amount of money that comes from sources that are not competitive federal 
grants, and so those add up there. Also, a number of institutions have large corporate arrangements that 
produce a tremendous amount of revenue that support the research enterprise.  Now, you could say, if you 
were pure, we shouldn’t count any of that. We should only count the competitive grant income , but the 
reason that is not accurate is that the ability of an institution to compete is a function of the size of its total 
research enterprise.  If the research enterprise is bigger because you have boondoggles off on the side, that 
makes you more competitive in competing for the high-prestige NSF, NIH grants. So, consequently you need 
to pay attention to the total research.  
 
The second one is federal research.  That obviously is a smaller number. The federal research is the 
competitive environment.  It is by far the best indicator of research competitive performance of all the of 
these that we have.  Everything else correlates very highly with that, no matter what you measure.  That is a 
very good measure.  It’s about as good as you get.  
 
The second chunk that we have here that begins with private resources is a rough indicator of how much 
money you have got that you can spend on producing quality. The private money you get for endowment is 
controlled by the institution for producing quality - their endowed chairs, their money for scholarships and 
fellowships – all kinds of competitive advantage comes from having private endowment assets.  We thought 
you better pay attention to where the money is so that is what we did.   
 
The next category is the annual giving. (Endowment is an indicator of historical wealth.  If you’ve got 
endowments, you have historical wealth.  It will produce revenue on the order of 5% forever.  Whether you 
are good, you’re bad, whether you perform well or badly, then that endowment will always produce revenue.  
That’s one reason we have the endowment because it’s an indicator that you have some muscle to invest in 
building quality.) The category of annual giving is an indicator of your current ability to compete for private 
resources.  That’s all the annual giving that’s recorded every year.  It tells you whether or not you are out 
there pulling in cash from your alumni, from your friends, and corporations.  Anything that qualifies as a gift 
gets included in that category.  You can see #1 up there is bringing in $555 million a year in gifts, which is not 
too bad.  
 
Great research universities have great faculty, so one of the things we try to measure is a rough indicator of 
faculty quality.  To do that, we’ve picked out a number of indicators.  The first is  the national academy 
ranking – how many faculty are in the national academies.  There are a whole bunch of academies, as you 
know.  We counted up the number of faculty at each institution who are in the national academies and then 
we ranked them by the numbers.  Some of them have 264 faculty members who are in the national academies.  
The national academies tend to be biased towards the sciences, so we were looking for a set of other awards 
we could get that would provide us with some indicator of faculty distinction in the humanities, the social 
sciences , the professions, and so we have faculty awards. We have , in our publication online a whole list of 
them. There’s quite a number of them. You can go through and see them all.  People complain that we don’t 
have the right ones and we argue about it, but it is a pretty good set of awards.  It has passed the sniff test for 
a number of years.  There are many humanities awards, social science awards, and so forth, all in there.  We 
count up the same set of awards for every institution in this data set and then give them their rank. 
 
Another characteristic of big research universities is that they carry on a lot of advanced training.  They 
produce a lot of doctorates and they support a lot of post doctorates. So, when you look across the scale and 
you say, “What are the great universities doing?,” one of the things they are doing is they are producing a 
large number of doctorates and supporting this large cadre of postdocs.  We add those up and provide a 
ranking there.  



 
Finally, we wanted to do something for undergraduates, but, as you all know, no universities in America are 
prepared to allow any evaluation of the quality of their undergraduate programs.  All American universities 
are violently opposed to any evaluation that would accurately provide an indicator of the quality of their 
undergraduate programs.  They are happy to measure the input into those programs, but nobody wants to 
measure the output from those programs in any kind of standardized or usable way. As a result, there are no 
reliable indicators on the quality of undergraduate pr ograms.  Zero! I’ve looked for them everywhere, I 
would die to have them, but there are none. There are indicators of whether the students enjoyed the 
program. There are indicators of whether the students felt good about the program.  There are indicators 
whether they thought they paid too much for the program, but there are no indicators on whether they 
learned anything in the program. Consequently, we have no way to evaluate the quality of the program, so we 
took a surrogate.  We said, “If there are no indicators and nobody’s asking for them it means nobody cares.”  
If nobody cares, there must be something else people care about.  It turns out that what people care about is 
sitting next to other students who have high SATs. This is what the parents care about, this is what they’ll 
spend a lot of money to achieve, this is what people compete for.  The literature is full of analyses of why it is 
that the buying public for American higher education will pay an extreme premium to have their child sit 
next to somebody else’s child who has at least the same and preferably a higher SAT score than their kid 
does. So the competition for SAT scores is the only measure we have of the competitiveness of undergraduate 
programs. We got the SAT scores here and we rank them. Now, the SAT people don’t like me. The SAT 
people don’t like it that we use these rankings even though U.S. News and everybody else uses them,   but we 
publish them and they don’t like it that we publish them.  They have prevented us from publishing them in 
any context other than this printed version you see a PDF. on.  We also have an Excel chart of all of our data 
that anyone can download and manipulate, but we are not allowed to put the SAT scores in those, or they’ll 
sue us.  We don’t have any money so we had to take it off.  It gives you an idea of how confident the SAT 
people are about the quality of their scores and their enthusiasm for helping all of us do analyses and 
understanding about what they do. You look across all of that stuff there and you say, “How are they 
ordered? How do you make any sense out of this?” Well, I am not sure we make any sense out of it.  I could 
tell you what we do.   
 
The way we produce this is we produce a publication every year. We go out and we mail it to the world.  It’s 
free.  It is supported by a gift from a private individual who had the illusion that we me might be able to do 
something useful and gave us money to run this program for five years.  We got the University of Florida to 
put up some money to support the operation. At the present time , we’ve hardly spent any of the donor’s 
money.  Those of you who hoard money and have large reserves will understand this behavior.  The behavior 
is to try to avoid spending any of the money that is yours and spend as much of the money that belongs to 
somebody else because a rainy day will come and you will want to use your money.  We still have a pot of 
money there to keep this running. 
 
This is what the publication looks like.  We do two things every time we put this publication out.  The first is 
we put out the data every year.  We put out the data in two formats.  The first format we put out is this 
published version that you see here on the screen.  The second version that we put out is in Excel format.  
Everybody who wants to can get the data and rearrange it in any way they see fit. One of the defects of all 
commercial publications on ranking is that they hide the data.  They bring the data in, they manipulate it 
behind the scenes and they have various kinds of weightings.  They smash them together and they rank you 1 
to 25. They give you an index number of what you were, but they don’t give you back the data set out of 
which their data was generated.  Of course, the first rule of all science is , “If you can’t see the data, you don’t 
trust the results.” We provide the data and other people often take our data and rearrange it for different 
purposes, for analytical purposes in their institution.  They create different sets of institutions to compare 
themselves to and do various other kinds of interesting things.   
 
(Pointing to a computer display) Here are the top American research universities.  The way you get to be a 
top American research university and how they are ranked is a matter of great controversy. I would be 
willing to say probably 40% of the world that we deal with is not happy with how we do it.  (Not that we care 
at all.)  Nonetheless, they can all see how we do it.  Our argument is this: There is no sensible ranking of 
universities that goes 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10.  The difference in American universities between #1 and #10 is 
miniscule and indefinable and is buried in inaccuracies in the data.  When people do a list of the top ten and 



the top fifty and they put them in numerical order from 1 to whatever, they are grossly distorting the 
meaning of university competition.  Actually universities cluster.  There are institutions that do everything at 
the top level that is possible in the United States. There are institutions that do some of the things at the top 
level. There are institutions that do a few of the things at the top level and so on as you go down. 
 
We said, “What are the institutions that on eve rything we can measure, they have them all in the top 25?”  
You take Harvard, MIT, Stanford, Columbia, Cornell, Hopkins, Penn, Duke, Berkeley, Ann Arbor, Yale, 
USC and so forth.  If you look at those you can see that that first group of 3 - Harvard, MIT and Stanford are 
in the top 25 on everything that we can measure. They are not #1 on everything, but they are in that top 
competitive group on everything.  That means that those institutions are competing with the other 170 in the 
group and coming out in the top 25 on every measure we can find.  They are doing everything at the top level 
of competition.  
 
Then, there is a set of universities that on all but one of our indicators compete in top 25.  If we go across, you 
can see which of the indicators they don’t quite make the top 25. They might not have enough Ph.D.’s, they 
might not have post docs.  Usually their SAT’s are fine; that usually isn’t the problem.  They may not have 
annual giving at the top.  It is hard to know, you have to look through.  They may not have all the awards at 
the top, you have to see.   Then we go down the list: there are the ones that have seven, then ones that have six 
and so forth.  
 
We have another group that have indicators not in the top 25. They have indicators in 26-50.  That is a second 
group of institutions that we then rank in this fashion.  Having put this ranking together, we  suspended 
judgment for a moment and imagined that this is correct. What is the value of this conversation?  The value 
of the conversation is that it forces you to think about which indicators are important.  We don’t tell you 
which ones are more important.  We say they are all the same. If you are going to optimize on SAT scores, 
then that’s a choice you can make. If you are going to optimize on getting federal research grants, that’s a 
choice you can make.  If you are going to optimize on this, that and the other thing, that’s a choice the 
institution is going to make.   
 
All we are saying is that in the marketplace of institutions who compete for a share of the market, of the 
scarce commodities that are listed across the top, these are the institutions that get the largest market share.  
You’ll notice the title of our project is “The Top American Research Universities.”  It doesn’t say the best.  It 
doesn’t say the nicest.  It doesn’t say the most charming, the largest.  It says the top.  That means that in the 
competition for the scarce resources that are touched by these indicators, these institutions are at the top. It 
tells you something about the marketplace in which you compete.  Now, it is certainly true that some 
institutions that are big may have an advantage.  It is certainly true that some institutions with a medical 
school will have an advantage.  It is certainly true that some institutions with a highly selective undergraduate 
population will have an advantage in the competition.  That’s true.  To say that we ought to adjust for that is 
a fine thing to say if what you are trying to do is have a hierarchy of 1 to 50.  But, if you are trying to figure 
out how to compete, it’s useful to know what it is that gives you an advantage in competition.  
 
Over the five  years that we have done this, and we are now doing the sixth, we have an essay at the beginning 
of the book which takes on some topic that is related to university competition.  We’ve done many of them.  
We’ve looked at the value of having a medical school.  We’ve looked at the various components of 
institutional success.  We’ve tried to identify what it is that is the most important element in institutions 
succeeding in these indicators.  We’ve done a whole lot of these kinds of studies to try to provide context to 
wrap around these figures so that nobody is dumb enough to take them as an absolute truth – only as an 
indicator of a certain kind of competition.   
 
When you see the numbers, the next question you ask yourself is , “If I want to change where I am in these 
numbers in this competition for resources, what do I have to do?”  That’s the point of the exercise.  What is it 
that one has to do to change their ability to capture a larger market share of each of these indicators and 
everything else that they imply underneath?  What do you have to do?  That is the reason to have these 
things, so institutions around the country will write us and say we are going to talk to our trustees about the 
competition in the marketplace and we want permission to reproduce this, we want permission to reproduce 
that. We want to do this, that, and the other thing and we are happy to give it to them because we know what 



they are going to do.  They are going to go to their trustees and say -  look, in this competition we are not 
competing with the best and we need to do X, we need to do Y, we need to do Z, to build up our capacity to be 
successful competitors.   
 
I’ll give you one more piece and then we can have questions and you can ask what it was that I shoul d have 
talked about.  We wanted to find out what was the most important determinate of institutional competitive 
success in this context.  What is it that distinguishes the best competitors from those who have a harder time 
competing?  We looked at a lot of different things. We tried to prove in public universities it’s whether they 
were in systems or weren’t in systems.  Since we hate systems, we said we have to prove that the systems suck.  
Well, it didn’t work out very well because all of the University of California is in a system.  That screwed that 
theory.  So we weren’t able to do that.  
 
We said well, it must have to with how the trustees are appointed or elected or whatever, and we said that if 
they are elected, it must suck.  Well, the University of Michigan’s trustees are elected on a political basis in an 
open election, so that didn’t work out very well as an explanatory model either.  We tried lots of things to 
justify our prejudices and since none of them actually worked, we then looked at what always matters and 
that’s the money. We said, let’s see if we can figure out how much disposable money each of these institutions 
has to spend on its higher education quality.  Now the methodology for this is tricky because everybody 
accounts for their money in bizarre, strange and beautiful ways.  It’s hard to figure out where the money 
comes from, where it goes, where it is hidden.  Nonetheless, we made an effort. We went out there and we 
said, first we have to equalize by student enrollment.  This is because places like Ohio State will have 55,000 
students and obviously it costs more to teach them, and obviously there is more to teach them, and there is a 
lot of money sloshing through the system because there are a lot of students.  That doesn’t mean they have 
resources to spend on research or resources to spend on quality.  It only means that they have resources to 
churn the 55, 000 students.  So, we got a number which we can get out of the research work that is more or 
less what it costs to educate your generic undergraduate student.  We took that number and we multiplied it 
by the total number of FTE students in each one of the institutions that we have and we got an amount of 
money that is the result of the teaching program.  We took that money and we deducted it from their total 
revenue.   
 
The second thing we did is we went into public universities and we converted the money they got from the 
state into an endowment equivalent.  Harvard’s got $25 billion of endowment, and we think that poor, 
poverty-stricken UMass has no endowment.  Well, it’s true. We don’t have enough endowment, but it is also 
true that the state revenue that  comes in every year, the $200+ million, represents the equivalent of earnings 
on endowment for a private institution.  Consequently, if you convert the $200+ million bucks into an 
endowment equivalent, it is actually up there in the billions, so that’s a rather nice number.   
 
We can put that all together. We deducted how much it costs to run the core business of the university for 
instruction and we ended up with a number that we said was the disposable income of the institution after 
paying the bills.  That’s the number that represents what the institution can spend to enhance quality. If you 
are Amherst College, you take that money and you invest it in enhancing the undergraduate experience.  You 
have classes of 2.  You have all kinds of luxury in a student environment.  You have luxurious residence halls.  
People are treated in a charming and loving way with high staff investment. That’s a very expensive process 
which is paid for out of that surplus invested in that.  
 
In a case of an institution like Cal Tech where there are only 900 undergraduate students, that surplus is all 
invested in the research enterprise.  So it supports their laboratories and it supports the support, it supports 
matching funds on grants and it supports all kinds of stuff so that they can be extraordinarily high 
performing in research.  Most universities, of course, split the money.  They spend some to enhance the 
undergraduate curriculum and some to enhance their research competitiveness.  So when we did all of this 
and shuffled the money and the data and stuff and we did a ranking of institutions by their disposable margin 
for quality, it correlated highly with the institutions in the ranking of the top American research universities, 
which we think came pretty close to justifying our understanding that money matters.  If you have the money, 
you can invest it in the capacity to get good.  Now, I can talk endlessly about all the details of this if you are 
interested, but I’ll quit here and take a question.  What is it that you want to talk about? 
 



QUESTIONS 
 
Professor Jay Demerath asked who ‘We’ is, who is TheCenter? He also wondered if the Chancellor coul d do a 
presentation of one of his own papers for him at some meetings next month. 
 
Chancellor Lombardi responded that the “We” is called TheCenter. He said that TheCenter is an arrogant 
name, needless to say, spelled as one word to make it distinctive.  He said that the reason for that is for 
bureaucratic reasons of such complexity and foolishness as to defy explanation. At the University of Florida, 
when TheCenter was set up, it was set up under an existing shell which had a name that made no sense.  Since 
they were going to use the shell for this, they just changed the name to TheCenter.  TheCenter has two co-
directors, a staff, some graduate assistants and people who do the real work of the enterprise.  The co-
director’s job is to make sure everything is done the way it is supposed to be done. The Chancellor’s job is to 
write the BS.  Everybody else’s job is to provide content, knowledge, and substance.  That’s the ‘We.’  
 
Senator Juan Zamora  said that he thinks that everything the Chancellor said is true and basically we are 
talking about money.  He wanted to know what the Chancellor thought about international recognition, 
meaning universities in Spain, Italy, and France, who invite someone in a university to go teach a course or to 
go read a paper; how universities abroad, from those places or other places, send us their students to get a 
Ph.D..  How does international recognition fit into that kind of thing? 
 
 
Chancellor Lombardi responded that that was a good question and that there are two answers.  The simple-
minded answer is that there is no data.  He said that you have to remember that all of the data points in the 
research are not absolute reflections of quality.  He said that they are indicators of quality; they are not 
themselves the demonstration of quality. It is a very important concept. The Chancellor  said that people ask 
him what he means that getting a research grant means it is high quality. No, he says that it is an indicator.  
The reason it is an indicator is that, in order to be competiti ve and show up in these numbers, you have to do 
a whole range of things that they can’t measure.  One of the things they can’t measure is what Senator 
Zamora described.  They can’t measure the fact that your faculty are being invited to go overseas.  The 
number of faculty who get invited to go overseas is probably highly correlated with the faculty’s general 
ability to get grants, the general ability to compete successfully for grants, the general ability to have large 
doctoral programs, their general ability to support large numbers of postdocs.  If they do all of those things, 
their faculty are also almost certainly to be invited overseas to give presentations.  They are almost certainly 
invited to be engaged in the international world.  TheCenter is always in search of additional indicators that 
would allow them to add some depth and context to this conversation. For the time being, they haven’t found 
any reliable indicators that will cover the range of institutions they are talking about in a consistent and 
reasonably verifiable way.  That is why they don’t ask institutions for information.  He said that once you ask 
an institution for information, they lie.  He said that UMass wouldn’t lie, but others would, so you always 
have to be careful.  These are important indicators if they had them.  He said that they find that if they do 
isolated tests on any of the more subjective measures, they say ok, we can find out the number of people who 
were invited to speak at the international congress of americanists, they can add up the people that were 
invited to do keynote speeches.  Then they say, does that pull out institutions that are not in the top 
categories. No.  The Chancellor said that, if they were doing a calibration where we added it up, it might 
move some body in an aggregate measure from being #25 to being #24 in the stack.  It wouldn’t really change 
the substance of the competition. 
 
Senator Marta Calas asked what is first, the chicken or the egg? How can you get to be a certain number, like 
in the group of 25.  There is a history of getting to that point and it must have had different detours.  We can 
get into a lot of foolishness in terms of trying to get into one particular group or to compete within one 
particular group without taking into account the history of how the ones who got there got there. She asked if 
there is any of that research being done. 
 
Chancellor Lombardi responded that the impact of history is captured by the data, as is true with all data that 
deal with current contemporary performance.  All data that deal with contemporary current performance, 
including the U.S. economy, are a function of the historical circumstance that create the capacity to compete 
successfully and succeed.  These data make no judgments about why the institution ends up being a successful 



competitor .  That’s for those of us who look at the data and say, “Where are we as an institution in this 
competitive context and what is reasonable for us to assume we can do?”  We look and we say Harvard - 
which was founded in 1636 - and we see that they have a godforsaken unbelievable endowment.  The 
Chancellor’s argument always is that, for the amount they have, they are not very good. They aught to be a 
whole lot better than they are for the amount of money they have.  On the other hand, you never want to 
confuse what aught to be, what we wish were, if God was fair the way things would have turned out, with the 
reality of life. The reality of life is that these institutions are more competitive than the ones at the bottom of 
the stack which means that they get a greater share of the resources available that is associated with high 
academic quality than other institutions.  Now, is this right, is this wrong, is it appropriate, should we try to 
be like them?  Those are all judgments that each of us has to make.  In making those judgments, it is 
extraordinarily helpful to separate what is from what we aspire to be, what would be just and righteous to be.  
That way we can know what is.  Johns Hopkins has an unbelievable share of federal research dollars.  What 
are the reasons that Hopkins has that?  Well, they have all these secret government contracts.  They have the 
“Hunt for Red October.”  They are the guys that did the entire “Hunt for Red October.” Do you think that 
they didn’t get money for that?  All that funny noise to listen to the submarines, that is what they do for a 
living down there - huge amounts of money.  They get $500 million from the feds to listen to submarines.  Is 
that fair?  No, it’s not fair.  Is that historical? Yes, they got there first, listening to submarines.  At the end of 
the day, they have $1 billion 300 million in federal research and, on that base they create a capacity to 
compete with the rest of us that is phenomenal.  No matter what you say, we compete with them.  When our 
people go before NSF with a grant, they don’t say that you are from a poor , benighted, young institution and 
we are going to give you 12 points on the scale. The review committee doesn’t care.  They decide based on 
whether the science works or if it is real.  They argue about it and give you a ranking.  They don’t ask 
whether history was nice to you.  When we go and get an earmark, we don’t say that we don’t want to take it 
because that is unfair to the institution that didn’t have someone on the Appropriations Committee at the 
right time and place.  
 
There are lots of ways to compete.  You made another point that is very important. In the PR legend of 
university administrators, their trustees and their alumni, there is a remarkable enthusiasm for everybody 
being in the top ten.  If you go across the country and you read web pages and people set out their vision for 
the future, they say they are going to move into the top ten in the next 15 years, 10 years, 5 years, whatever it 
is.  They all are going to be in the top ten. Some of you that can add will figure out that probably: a, the 
people in the top ten are not going home today.  That means that for anybody to get in the top ten who isn’t 
there now, they have to knock somebody off. The people they are knocking off are unbelievably powerful.  
They did a little study of what separates the institutions, one from the other, on the federal research game.  
They studied how much  money you would have to get to really get into the top ten.  Unless you are #11 on the 
federal research chart, you are going to have to triple your research volume. The only people who propose to 
triple their research volume are people who don’t expect to be president at the time that somebody is going to 
add it up.   They’ll be gone on the basis of promising to get in the top 10 in the next 15 years. That means that 
in year 5, the vision is just flying, they get another job. Then nobody cares anymore because they can’t hold 
him accountable.  They get some poor new schlep and she comes in and she says “What the hell are you 
talking about? There is no way you are going to get in the top ten in the next 5 years. ”  Everybody says that 
person lacks vision.  The Chancellor said that they are just smart and honest. 
 
An unidentified person asked where are we on this list and where do we want to be in the next 5 years? 
 
Chancellor Lombardi said that, in federal research, we are about 106 amongst all public and private 
universities.  We are 68 among public universities in federal research.  Are we going to try to be in the top 
ten? No.  It is not important to be in the top ten.  When you are number 68, what’s important is to compete 
and get better.  There is confusion in this conversation about the rankings.  The confusion is that, if you move 
up, you did well.  When any institution in America moves up – they go from 68 to 65 – they issue a press 
release and tell their trustees. Nobody checks to see if it is because the two above them got worse and they 
stayed the same. There are two ways to move up in the rankings. One is to do better than the people above 
you who are also performing at the market.  The other is to do nothing better and have the two above you 
screw up and fall down.  It is very important to try to pay attention not to the fact that you are beating 
somebody above or below you, but whether you are moving relative to the pool of funds that’s available.  If 
the marketplace for federal research grows by 10%, and you grow by 5%, you may move up because the 



people around you only grew by 3%, but you didn’t beat the market.  You are losing market share.  
Somebody is eating your lunch.  The goal is to do better than the pool’s increase.  This is hard to do because 
the competition is ferocious.  The people at the top are not going to sleep.  They are all gunning for the same 
money. Part of the reason for this exercise is to try to impress upon everybody who believes that research 
universities are important and who believe that high quality faculty are important and who believe that first-
rate students are important to understand the competitive context, the brutality of that context, and the 
ferociousness with which all these institutions are seeking the same set of limited resources.   
 
Jay Schafer, Director of Libraries asked whether TheCenter has examined how libraries add to the context of 
excellence in research universities.   
 
Chancellor Lombardi responded that there are some national numbers that they chose not to use.  The ARL 
ranking is one of those numbers.  There are 2 reasons for not using the ARL ranking.  The first reason is that 
the ARL ranking on the size of a university library is an extraordinarily historical data point.  Unlike 
endowment, which is also a historical data point, it doesn’t generate revenue relative to the history of the data 
point.  Instead, it generates cost associated with the scale.  The fact that a library is huge is not a good 
indicator of current research performance.  Their interest is always in current research performance and 
what it takes to get better and stay competitive.  They looked very closely at the ARL.  They tried to figure 
out whether there was a way to use it and, in the end, they said that whatever it indicates is probably 
captured by the other indicators that are up there that are better.  They also think that the ARL rankings 
often reflect an institutional disciplinary focus that is different today than it was when large portions of the 
collection were acquired.  So, as new fields emerge, new kinds of things happen. A librar y doesn’t shift as fast 
as the fields shift and the competition for excellence shifts faster than the scale of the library.  For a lot of 
reasons, we decided that this was not a good indicator and, as time has gone on, it has become less and less of 
a good indicator because we don’t know what to do with the electronic media.  They don’t know how to 
evaluate or calibrate that.  They just gave up.  They could have done the amount of money spent on the 
library, but again that is not a good indicator.  They could have done the amount of money spent on 
periodicals, again these are not good indicators. 
 
Senator David Ostendorf noticed that in these measures, there aren’t indicators of either faculty numbers or 
individual PI numbers in the institutions.  What fraction of the faculty at an institution is doing research? Do 
you track those, and, if you do, do you have a vision for what you would like to see this campus look like?   
 
Chancellor Lombardi state d that obviously faculty size is a very important indicator.  There is a reason it is 
not in this data set.  This data set is designed to focus at the institutional level on institutional competitiveness.  
For example, they define institution as a single campus.  It is a very important definition which is not 
accepted by everybody.  Indiana University has the illusion that it is one university, even though it exists in 
eight places.    It imagines that it is one university.  The advantage of that is that you can claim the medical 
school productivity in Indianapolis as being part of the research productivity of the institution in 
Bloomington.  If you put them together, they rank higher.  This is very important for people who want to 
rank higher.  These people hate TheCenter.  They write TheCenter a nasty letter every year about how they 
are distorting their vision of a single university with eight doors.  They smile politely and disaggregate their 
money.  
 
Similarly, for Penn State, TheCenter does not include Hershey because it is at a distance.  On the other hand, 
in the case of the University of Michigan, they include the medical school because it is part of the campus and 
part of the general research enterprise. This is a profound bias.  TheCenter is happy to articulate that and, in 
their publications, they have articulated why they believe that is true.  They believe  that all quality is driven 
from a campus level, and consequently, the resources, the organization, the structure and the support that 
produces a high-quality university is 90% associated with activities that are campus based.   
 
At the same time, there are some folks who say to them that they don’t have medical schools on all the 
campuses and that, if they counted all the medical schools, it would be different.  Well, it might be different, 
but one of the truths is that having a medical school does not make you a great research university.  
TheCenter did a little study.  They plotted all the universities that have medical schools and those that don’t. 
They put them on a scale and they discovered that there are a ton of universities with medical schools that are 



at the bottom of the stack.  There are also a bunch of universities without medical schools that are in the top 
cluster of the stack.  Why is that? That’s because there are a whole bunch of non-research-oriented medical 
schools whose only job is to produce MDs and they don’t do research.  They are a fine medical school, but 
they contribute nothing to the research enterprise of the institution that houses them.  On the other hand, 
there are institutions whose medical school is a huge research engine of investment and so they generate lots 
and lots of money on top of the game.  Then there are places like MIT who have no medical school but 
nonetheless have cultivated medical school-type activities to get the same money.  There are many strategies 
to being competitive.  The people at TheCenter are in a process today of trying to take all of the universities 
in this stack that aren’t medical schools and separate out two kinds of research revenue.  The first revenue 
they are going to separate out is the medical school revenue because that is collected in a centralized and 
more or less reliable way.  Then they are going to take out the engineering research revenue.  What 
distinguishes institutions compositionally is whether they have engineering and medicine.  They are doing this 
to see what impact the medical part and the engineering part have on high-performing institutions.  They 
then re-rank the university without its medical component and re-rank the university without their 
engineering component and see how the ranking changes from what the ranking is now on research.  
 
The Chancellor said that the interesting thing that occurs is that universities with very strong arts and 
sciences programs change least within the rankings when you take out all of these other things.  He said that 
some universities look really terrific and, if you suck out their medicine and engineering, they plummet 
because they have spent all of their excess revenue on promoting medical research and promoting 
engineering research.  They are generating undergraduate noise, but not focused much on the research 
business. On the other hand, some institutions with medical schools and engineering schools, when you take 
them out, only fall a small amount because they have also insisted that their arts and sciences component also 
perform at the highest level of research capacity.  
 
The number of faculty is a critical element in research university success.  It is hard to get good data because 
institutions classify their faculty in the most bizarre and idiosyncratic way known to human kind.  Whenever 
you see a university index that is something per faculty member, the Chancellor could demonstrate to you 
why it is a fraudulent number.  University A will count certain faculty, university B will exclude certain 
faculty.  If what you want to do is have a high ratio of research to faculty number, you don’t count librarians, 
you don’t count research people, you don’t count a bunch of instructors, you don’t count a whole bunch of 
people. Then you get a high number of research per full time faculty member.  On the other hand, if you are 
trying to demonstrate to your legislature that you have a low student-faculty ratio, you count the librarians 
who don’t teach, you count the research people who don’t teach.  This way you have a large number of FTE 
divided into the students so you have a good student-faculty ratio.  The manipulatable quality of this and the 
fact that most definitions of what a faculty member is are locally defined relative to peculiar circumstance of 
history and politics and unionization and organization of institutions.  The data on faculty numbers are truly 
awful.  When you see places like U.S. News and others who use that number, you can be sure that the 
resulting ranking is crap.  At the same time, the number of research productive faculty is clearly highly 
correlated with the success of the institution to having large research volume but it is not entirely clear how 
that works.  Some instituti ons have a medium number of tenure-track faculty and a large number of research 
faculty that are non-tenured but are supported on grants or supported on medical stuff or supported on 
something else generating research volume. It isn’t 1 to 1. For an institution like ours that doesn’t have that 
large numbers of these non-faculty types, the growth of faculty is the clearest, easiest, most straightforward 
way to build our research capacity, especially if every faculty member we hire has a commitment to doing 
research.  In a place like Michigan State or Ohio State who have huge student populations, many of their 
faculty are churning away and can fully justify their existence on the teaching they do.  They don’t have to do 
research, they generate revenue on the large numbers.  The university skims the revenue and reinvests it in 
quality.  Small research universities like Johns Hopkins and Duke can’t afford that.  They tend to have a big 
focus that every faculty member is 100% gung ho, first class research and they won’t promote anybody who 
isn’t in that mode.  So, when you sit in a promotion and tenure conversation at a place like Hopkins and 
approach a tenure conversation at a place like Ohio State, the conversation is different because the functions 
the faculty perform at Ohio State are much broader in nature relative to the institution’s revenue stream 
than they are at a place like Johns Hopkins where they are much narrower relative to their income stream.  
That’s why these conversations vary and that’s why simpl e-minded equivalencies about faculty don’t work 



very well.  The one thing for sure for us is that we are too small to be competitive .  No matter how you 
calculate the numbers, we are still 250 down as a minimum, hence the 250 plan. 
 
Senator Richard Bogartz said that it seemed like having a composite score for all these research variables and 
not having a decent measure for the output of our undergraduate education has the potential for distorting 
the allocation of energy and resources toward the side that can be measured and argued for.  He asked the 
Chancellor what his take on that situation was? 
 
Chancellor Lombardi said that he is correct in the fact that there is no good measure for undergraduate 
quality in terms of productivity and it does distort the system of reward.  It distorts the system of resource 
allocation and it distorts the measures.  People look for other ways to try to get at that.  They try to do 
surveys based on reputation; they try to do those kinds of things which are methodologically truly awful.  It is 
better to not have a data point than to use that stuff.  At the same time, if you look at the top chunk – top 50 
or 70 – most of those institutions that rate high on these categories would also rate high on any way you can 
get at student quality and the quality of the education experience at least measured by the outcomes 
associated with going to graduate school, the outcomes of going into relatively high paying careers, the 
outcomes that get measured in some fashion.  While TheCenter can’t do it systematically in sampling these 
institutions at the top, there is a very high correlation between doing all of these things well and also doing 
well by the undergraduates.  The key indicator in this is the SAT score. The reason for the SAT score being so 
important is not that it measures quality of student, not that it measures quality of mind, not that it measures 
quality of output, but that it measures the judgment of the marketplace of students and their parents based 
upon the judgment of high school counselors and everybody else in the world of where it is if you want your 
kid to succeed and your kid is smart, you’ll send him.  It is a market reference in the same way that the 
research dollars are a market reference.  You don’t want to put too much weight on it.  On the other hand, it 
is a pretty powerful number.  If you pay attention to the selection process and the search and identification 
process for schools of parents and children, especially high-achieving parents and children, this is what you 
discover what they are interested in.  They are interested in other things that they don’t measure either, such 
as the number of recreation spaces, the quality of the dormitory rooms .  They are all focused on the SAT, for 
better or for worse. He is not quite sure what to do with that except to tell the audience that is how people 
behave.  He said that, while it is probably not how they should behave , it is the way they do behave.  
Furthermore, the current controversy raging in American higher education is why is it that poor people with 
low SATs can’t get in to sit next to people who have money and high SATs ?  If the SAT didn’t matter, we 
wouldn’t have this conversation, would we.  Nationally, there is a huge conversation, driven by Amherst-type 
people who say that we are not doing our job because we are not bringing in people who are poor and have 
low SATs so they can sit next to people who we are currently recruiting who are elitist and have high SATs 
and high incomes.  You can parse that any way you like but it tells you that, from the left and from the right, 
everybody believes that the SAT is important.  You would not lobby from the left that we should help the 
disadvantaged of the world, who, by virtue of their crummy high school education, have a low SAT and, by 
virtue of not having any money, don’t get the advantages that build a high SAT. People say they should be 
brought up and put in a circumstance with people with high SATs because that is valuable.  The premise of 
that argument tells you that the SAT is the touchstone of academic quality in the undergraduate program, 
otherwise people wouldn’t all be arguing that they want to be next to somebody who has a high SAT and that 
they have a crummy SAT but are a deserving person.  Logic is powerful in this conversation and behavior 
always trumps ideology.  Whatever you believe, if it isn’t reflected in the numbers, it is probably wrong.  The 
numbers are a function of behavior which is why we track them.  He said  that people ask, “Well, are we 
feeling good?”  He said that he hopes they are but are you doing good.  It is the behavior that drives the 
success of the enterprise, not whether or not you feel good.  You can make a choice.  You can say the 
behaviors reflected in these numbers are wrong - philosophically, ethically, morally, politically  - and we want 
to do something else which will be reflected in the numbers.  That is a choice.  You don’t ever want to pretend 
that, if you don’t do what it takes to be competitive  and you do what makes you feel good, it will make you 
competitive . 
 
Ernest May, Secretary of the Faculty Senate asked about the figure of disposable income.  
 
Chancellor Lombardi responded that that was three versions back.  This last version of TheCenter talked 
about some of the distribution issues.  In the previous edition, they talked about the toll of intercollegiate 



athletics in high-powered research institutions and why we love them so much.  In the one before that, they 
did the economic analysis. 
 
Secretary May then asked if there are any criteria the Chancellor wants to focus the campus on?   
 
Chancellor Lombardi said that the particular and most important data point in this set for UMass Amherst is 
the high ranking for the quality of the faculty. He said that relative to the other ranks we have that are not so 
high, the faculty is high.  He said that the reason the faculty is high, of course, is because UMass Amherst has 
very good faculty and not very many of them.  He said that, if people ask him where his idea of the 250 plan 
comes from, it is simple-minded arithmetic.  If the faculty are already terrific that we have but the volume of 
the research that we are able to produce in this competitive  environment is relatively small it means that we 
need to get more of these terrific faculty so we can have a higher market share.  He said that i f we get the 
higher market share, all of the other stuff will come with it. 
 
Secretary May asked if the Chancellor wanted to talk about peers? He said that the Chancellor talked about 
Michigan and Berkeley and others, but there is a rather wide gap between us and them and they are not 
going anywhere.   
 
Chancellor Lombardi responded that, when you are trying to improve an institution, it is  different than doing 
ranking analysis stuff.  He said that as an institution, we say, “ Here we are in this world. How can we see that 
we are behaving in a way that is useful?”  He said that you want to pick out some target institutions to watch 
to see if you are growing relative to them in the right way.  TheCenter picked three data points for this 
institution as sort of a rough estimate of where we are.  The first is IU Bloomington, because it is about the 
same size, about the same kind of an institution, about the same profile, similar mix of disciplines, although 
not exactly.  They have an optometry school and we have an engineering school. There are various things that 
aren’t quite the same but, nonetheless, it is very similar.  The student quality is about the same. We are better 
than they are not by a huge amount.  Their research volume is about like ours.  They are a good comparator 
for us as sort of an on-track peer.  Furthermore, they are in the AAU which everybody thinks is important 
because they haven’t been inside the AAU.  People get excited about that kind of thing.  The second, 
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, is a land-grant university, which, of course, Bloomington is not.  It 
has an 'ag' enterprise of some serious significance which is much greater than ours.  It does not have a 
medical school; it does have an engineering school and it is better than we are.  Consequently, it is a useful 
comparator .  It is not totally out of range, but it is better and it is bigger.  It gives us something to look at and 
think about and compare ourselves to in looking at reference points.  The outlier they pick is , of course, 
Berkeley.  Berkeley is a perfect match for us in every way except  they are infinitely better funded and, as a 
consequence, a whole lot better.  Nonetheless, their scale is about the same as ours in terms of the number of 
students but not in terms of the number of faculty, and not in terms of the auxiliary enterprises that surround 
it, support it and carry it on.  Berkeley is a useful place to look when you ask what it would take to compete at 
the top level relative to what we have and the easy answer is to say you have to have 50,000 students.  
Berkeley doesn’t have 50,000 students; they have about 31,000 or 32,000 students.  Consequently, there is 
something else going on besides huge numbers of students.  For one, they fund everything endlessly from the 
state.  Number 2, they raised money since day one and have a big endowment.  Number 3, they got a whole 
context of high performing institutions that  surround them on which the campus draws.  It is a very useful 
reference point, not to say that we are going to compete with Berkeley and beat them next week.  We say that 
this is what the big time does and we want to compete in the big time.  Don’t sit over there in Boston and tell 
him we are going to do it with the miniscule amount of revenue we have.  We have to get serious money to get 
serious work because serious institutions have it. We have to pay attention to how that is done. That is the 
reason for the comparators.   
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
The meeting of the Faculty Senate as a Committee of the Whole was adjourned at 4:39 p.m. The proceedings 
of this meeting are available on audiotape in the Faculty Senate Office. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Ernest D. May 
Secretary of the Faculty Senate 


