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BERKELEY DIVISION OF THE ACADEMIC SENATE

Re: Modifying our norms for decanal searches

Dear Barbara,

As you know, the campus has employed a mixture of practices when searching for new deans; a mixture
that has evolved and changed over time. Some decanal searches have been explicitly limited to internal
candidates (i.e., tenured faculty at UC Berkeley), some have been internal to the UC system (i.e., open
to tenured faculty currently holding positions at a UC campus), and some have been “open” (i.e., both
internal and external candidates will be considered). Last year, for example, the search for the Dean of
Engineering was wholly internal, the search for the Dean of the College of Natural Resources was
internal to the UC system, and the search for the Dean of the Haas School of Business was open.
Another dimension of variation has been whether confidentiality is maintained all the way through the
process or whether the finalists are made public via open fora, presentations, and the like. In the
aforementioned searches, the first one was confidential throughout, while the latter two had public
components. Yet another dimension is whether a search firm is employed; for the above, one was
employed for the last, but not the first two.

Going forward, it seems sensible to have a single set of practices. First, removing discretion eliminates
the risk of searches being (or perceived to be) designed to favor particular individuals or seeming to
signal something about the administration’s faith (or lack thereof) in potential candidates (principally
internal ones). Second, there are reasons to believe that certain practices are more conducive to
achieving the campus’s objectives than others.

As long as they not discourage internal candidates, open searches allow the campus to avail itself of the
broadest possible pool of talent and the greatest diversity, on intellectual, experiential, and other
dimensions. Hence, going forward, I would like the campus to have a strong norm of open decanal
searches.

I recognize that some may have reservations about such a norm; among those is the undeniable fact
that Berkeley is a unique institution on many dimensions and it can take outsiders time to become
accustom to our ways. But that does not strike me as justifying a bar on considering outside candidates;
rather it is simply a reminder to search committees, the Chancellor, and me that familiarity with
Berkeley and its ways will often be plus in favor of internal candidates or external candidates with
previous Berkeley ties. Another reservation could be that opening up the competition could discourage
current faculty who might aspire to leadership positions from acquiring or developing the requisite
skills. Although such a fear cannot be wholly ruled out, I suspect it is overblown: after all, there have
been many Berkeley faculty who have competed successfully for administrative positions outside of
Berkeley; moreover, as with athletics, a higher caliber of competition tends to lead to greater efforts in



training. In sum, the benefits to Berkeley from a commitment to open decanal searches would very
much appear to outweigh the costs.

Although a respect for transparency and consultation suggests that making public the finalists for dean
searches is desirable, that must be balanced against its effect on the pool of candidates. To ensure the
broadest and most diverse pool of candidates, maintaining confidentiality throughout the practice can
be essential. Certainly, this has been the feedback from experts in the field, such as heads of major
search firms, and it matches our own experiences, in which efforts to induce applicants failed because
they did not or could not risk being publicly revealed as a failed finalist. Anecdotally, at least, this
deterrence effect seems greater for women and members of traditionally underrepresented groups.
Making the final phase public would also seriously discourage internal candidates, who might find it
awkward, to say the least, to have to work with a new “boss” who knows they had been after her/his job.
Weighing the pros and cons, I have concluded that the campus does best by ensuring the broadest and
most diverse pool of candidates, internal and external; so, consequently, the norm going forward should
be that confidentiality is maintained throughout the search process.

I hasten to add that confidentiality does not preclude consultation. Already, dean search committees
are instructed to reach out to all the relevant stalceholders and constituencies to obtain their input and
advice as to the type of individual who would best be suited to serve as dean. Additionally, everyone is
invited to nominate individuals to serve as dean. We have and will continue to form search committees
drawn from the relevant stakeholders and constituencies, ensuring a diverse membership along all
dimensions. Finally, although we will now keep the final phase confidential, we will arrange for
confidential meetings of the finalists with certain key groups (e.g., a school’s executive committee) and
obtain feedback from them.

Lastly, on the matter of search firms: although sensitive to the anxiety of some that search firms
somehow usurp the role of the faculty and others in the search process, the reality is that search firms
simply provide support and aid—decisions remain solely the prerogative of the search committees (in
the early stages) and the Chancellor and me (at the final stages). Search firms can, though, provide a
service in bringing to a committee’s attention candidates not otherwise on its radarscope, which often
helps with respect to diversity, and by doing various kinds of background checking that a committee
might feel unprepared to do. The real downside to search firms is their cost. Balancing everything, the
norm going forward will be to employ search firms except when there are reasons to believe they lack
sufficient knowledge of the market or their knowledge is inferior to our own.

Although setting the norms and practices around dean searches is one of my roles, I do believe it
important to keep the Senate informed of my intentions on this important matter. As always, if you
have advice or counsel to offer on the matter, I would welcome hearing it; hence, please do not hesitate
to bring this up when we next meet or to set an appointment to discuss.

Sincerely,

II
A. Paul Alivisatos
Executive Vice Chancellor and Provost

cc: Carol T. Christ, Chancellor
Oscar Dubón, Vice Chancellor for Equity and Inclusion
Benjamin E. Hermalin, Vice Provost for the Faculty


