








The Mission of the University

Part of our challenge is simply to understand the

nature of the contemporary comprehensive university

and the forces that drive its evolution. In many ways,

the university today has become the most complex

institution in modern society-far more complex than

corporations or governments. We are comprised of

many activities, some nonprofit, some publicly

regulated, and some operating in intensely competi­

tive marketplaces.

• we teach studen ts

• we conduct research for various clients

. • we provide health care

• we engage in economic development

stimulate social change

• and we provide mass entertainment

(. .. athletics ... )

In systems terminology, the modern university is a

loosely-coupled, adaptive system, with a growing com­

plexity as its various components respond relatively

independently to changes in their environment. \Ve

have developed a transactional culture, in which

everything is up for negotiation. Indeed, the real

driving force behind the evolution of the modern

university is provided by entrepreneurial faculty,

seeking to achieve their goals and their dreams.

But, while the entrepreneurial university has been

remarkably adaptive and resilient throughout the

twentieth century, it also faces serious challenges as

that century comes to a close. Marry would contend

that we have diluted our core mission of learning,

particularly that characterizing undergraduate educa­

tion, with a host of entrepreneurial activities. We

have become so complex that few, whether on or

beyond our campuses, understand what we have

become. We have great difficulty in allowing obsolete

activities to disappear. 'Today we face serious con­

straints on resources that will no longer allow us to be

all things to all people. We also have become suffi­

ciently encumbered with processes, policies, proce­

dures, and practices of the past that our very best and

creative people no longer determine the direction of

our institution.

'To respond to the challenges and opportunities of the

future, I-and most university leaders-believe that

the modern university must engage in a far more

strategic process of change. While the natural

evolution of a learning organization may still be the

best model of change, it must be augmented by

constraints to preserve our fundamental values and

mission, And we ITIUSt find ways to free our most

creative people to enable them to drive the future of

our institutions.

Anticipating these challenges over a decade ago, the

University of Michigan set out to develop a planning

process capable of guiding it into the next century.

The lJniversity leadership, working closely with

faculty groups, academic units, and external advisors,

sought to develop and then articulate a compelling

vision of the University, its role and mission, for the

twenty-first century. This effort was augmented by

the development and implementation of a flexible

and adaptive planning process. Key was the recogni­

tion that in a rapidly changing environment, it was

important to implement a planning process that "vas

not only capable of adapting to changing conditions,

but to S0l11e degree also capable of modifying the

environment in which the Llnivcrsity would find

itself in the decades ahead.

The University of Michigan's mission is complex,

varied, and evolving. At the most abstract level, this

mission involves the creation, preservation, integra­

tion, transmission, and application of knowledge to

serve society. In this sense, the lJniversity prod uces

not only educated people but knowledge and knowl­

edge-intensive services such as R&D, professional

consultation, health care, and economic development.

Yet all of these activities are based upon the core

activity of learning.



The lJniversity serves a vast array of constituents­

students at the undergraduate, graduate, professional,

and continuing education levels; patients; local, state,

and federal government; business and labor; and

communities, states, and nations. Hence, a simple

mission statement for the lJniversity of Michigan
might be the following:

Mission

The mission of the University is learning ... in the

service of the state, the nation, and the world.

And it was frOITI this starting point that our various

strategic planning groups began to develop visions

and plans for our future.

The Positioning Strategy:
Vision 2000: " The Leaders and Best • • •"

The first phase of the strategic planning effort was

essentially a positioning strategy. More specifically,

our various planning groups agreed on a vision for the

1990s that borrowed a phrase from the University's

famous fight song, "The Victors":

Vision 2000: "The leaders and best ..."

'The University of Michigan should position itself to

become the leading university of the twenty-first

century, through the quality and leadership of its

programs and the achievements of its students,

faculty, and staff.

As a result of the positioning strategy associated with

Vision 2000, the University of Michigan today is

better, stronger, more diverse, and more exciting than

ever. {Jet me share with you SOfTIe of the vital signs

characterizing the University of Michigan, circa 1995:
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National rankings of the quality of the U niversity's

academic programs are the highest since these

evaluations began several decades ago. A close

examination reveals that the academic reputations of

our programs have increased more than any other

university in America over the past decade. Further,

when rankings across all academic programs and

professional schools are considered, four institutions

stand apart: Harvard, Stanford, the University of

California, and the University of Michigan.

Detailed surveys throughout the university indicate

that Michigan has been able to hold its own in

competing with the best universities throughout the

world for top faculty. In support of this effort to

attract and retain the best, the University has in­

creased average faculty salaries over the past decade

to the point where today they rank #1 among public

universities and #5 to #8 arnong all universities,

public and private.



Through the remarkable efforts of our faculty, the

University now ranks as the nation's leading research

university, attracting more federal, state, and corpo­

rate support for our research efforts than any other

university in America.

Despite the precipitous drop in state support over the

past two decades, the University has emerged

financially as one of the strongest universities in

America. It is the first public university in history to

receive an Aal credit rating by Wall Street. Our

endowment has increased four-fold to over $1.4

billion. And thanks to the generosity of our alumni

and friends, with almost two years left in the Cam­

paign for Michigan, we are already at 90 percent of
our $1 billion goal. ·

• We are making substantial progress in our efforts

to restructure the financial and administrative

operations of the University, including award­

winning efforts in total quality management, cost

containment, and decentralized financial opera­
tions.

• A walk around the University reveals the remark­

able transformation in our environment as we

approach the completion of our massive program

to rebuild, renovate, and update all of the

buildings on our campuses-s-a $1 billion effort

funded primarily from non-state sources.

• The Universiry Medical Center has undergone a

profound transformation, placing it in a clear

leadership position in health care, research, and
teaching.

• We have launched some exceptional initiatives

destined to have great impact on the future of

the University and higher education more

generally, such as the Institute for the Hurnani­

ties, the Media Union, the Jnstitute of Molecular

Medicine, the Davidson Institute for Emerging

Economies, and the Tauber Manufacturing
Institute.

• And perhaps most important of all, through

efforts such as the IvIichigan Mandate and the

Michigan Agenda for Women, we now have the

highest representation of people of color and

women among our students, faculty, staff, and

leadership in our history. Michigan has become

known as a national leader in building the kind of

diverse learning community necessary to serve an

increasingly diverse society.

As we approach the twenty-first century, it becomes

clear that the University of Ivlichigan has become not

only the leading public university in America, but

that it is challenged by only a handful of distin­

guished private and public universities in the quality,

breadth, capacity, and impact of its many programs

and activities. This progress has not been serendipi­

tous. Rather it has resulted from the efforts of a great

many people following a carefully designed and

executed strategy.

But it is now clear that our success in achieving Vision

2000 is not enough. It is time to develop a bolder

vision for our future-and work together to develop a

strategy to move us toward this vision.
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A Vision for the 21st Century: Vision
2017: Re-inventing the University

It is natural to take great pride in what members of

the Michigan family-Regents, faculty, students,
staff, alumni, and friends-have accomplished

through the Vision 2000 strategy. Working together,

we have indeed built the finest public university in
America-perhaps the finest in the world. But we

have built a university for the twentieth century, and
that century is rapidly coming to an end. The

university that we have built, the paradigms in which
we have so excelled, may no longer be relevant to a
rapidly changing world.

Hence, it is now time for the University to consider a

bolder vision-in the language of strategic planning, a
strategicintent-aimed at achieving excellence and

leadership during a period of great change. This
objective, termed Vision 2017 in reference to the
200th anniversary of the University's founding, is
aimed at providing Michigan with the capacity to re­
invent the very nature of the university, to transform

itself into an institution better capable of serving a

new world in a new century.

Goals:

Vision 2017: Re-inventing the University

Our objective for the next several years is to provide

the University with the capacity to transform itself
into an institution better capable of serving our state,

our nation, and the world.

This transformation strategy contrasts sharply with
the earlier positioning strategy, Vision 2000, that has
characterized the past decade. It seeks to build the
capacity, the energy, the excitement, and the commit­
ment necessary for the University to explore entirely
new paradigms of teaching, research, and service. It
seeks to remove the constraints that prevent the
lJniversity from responding to the needs of a rapidly
changing society, to remove unnecessary processes

and administrative structures, to question existing
premises and arrangements, and to challenge, excite,
and embolden members of the University community
to embark on a great adventure.
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The
Positioning
Strategy

The
Transformation
Strategy

Financial and Organizational
Restructuring

External Rela tions
Research Leadership
Educa tiona I Transformation
Campus Life
Diversity and Empowerment
Rebuilding the University
The Age of Knowledge

Goals:

People
Resources
Culture
Capacity for Change

Vision 2017:
Re-inventing the
University



The goals proposed to move the University beyond

the leadership positioning Vision 2000 and toward the

paradigm-shifting Vision 2017 can be stated quite

simply:

Goal 1: People

To attract, retain, support, and empower

exceptional students, faculty, and staff.

Goal 2: Resources

To provide these people with the resources

and environment necessary to push to the

.lirnits of their abilities and their dreams.

Goal 3: Culture

To build a University culture and spirit that

values:

• adventure, excitement, and risktaking

• leadership

• excellence

• diversity
• caring, concern, and community

Goal 4: The Capacity for Change

To develop the flexibility, the ability to focus

resources necessary to serve a changing

society and a changing world.

Although simply stated, these four goals are profound

in their implications and challenging in their execu­

tion.

For example, while we have always sought to attract

high-quality students and faculty to the University,

we tend to recruit those who conform to more

traditional measures of excellence. If we are to go

after "paradigm breakers," then other criteria such as

creativity, intellectual span, and the ability to lead

become important.

We need to acquire the resources to sustain excel­

lence, a challenge at a time when public support is

dwindling. Yet this goal suggests something beyond

that: We must focus resources on our most creative

people and programs.

While most would agree with the values set out in the

third goal, many would not assign such a high priority

to a striving for adventure, excitement, and risk­

taking. However, if the University is to become a

leader in defining the nature of higher education in

the century ahead, this kind of culture is essential.

Developing the capacity for change, while an obvious

goal, will be both challenging and controversial. vVe

must discard the status quo as a viable option,

challenge existing premises, policies, and mindsets;

and empower our best people to drive the evolu­

tion-perhaps, revol ution-of the lJ n iversi ty.
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Strategic Initiatives

The key approach to achieving transformations across
the areas that move the lJ niversity toward Vision

2017 has been to organize the effort through a series

of strategic thrusts or initiatives. Each strategic thrust

has been designed as a self-contained effort, with a
clearly defined rationale and specific objectives.

Examples of strategic initiatives include:

• A recommitment to undergraduate edu­
cation of the highest quality

• I-I UITIan resource development

• The diverse university
Articulating the case for diversity

The Michigan Mandate
The Michigan Agenda for Women
Bylaw 14.06
International education and scholarship

• Intellectual transformation
Developing ITIOre flexible structures for

teaching and research
Lowering disciplinary boundaries
Integrativc facilities (e.g., the Media
Union)

• r I'hc faculty of the future
Definition and role of the faculty
Broadening faculty appointments

Alternative faculty appointment and

reward policies

• Serving a changing society
)~ vol uti 0 n 0 f the l JM I-I ea Ith Sys te n1

l lnivcrsity enterprise zones
Research applied to state and national

needs
I rM inv0 Ive 111 c n tin K-1 2 cd1Ication

• Buildi ng private support (gifts, endow­

me n t, (~aI11 paign)

• New methods for resource allocation and
management (VCM, TQNI)

• Completion of the effort to rebuild
the University's physical plant

These, and still more strategic initiatives yet to be
defined and launched, will take us toward the vision
of defining the nature of a university to serve a new

century and a changing world. Yet, even as we move
forward, there are still very important and fundamen­
tal questions that we must address together.
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