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INTRODUCTION

Campus events require that presidential leadership is strong and unwa-
vering in the best of times, but the qualities of leadership are tested 
during a crisis. Presidents and chancellors, along with their leader-

ship teams, have had to respond to natural disasters, such as fl oods and torna-
does, as well as to human-made crises, such as riots, accidents, challenges to 
academic freedom, data security breaches, and illegal activities. The national 
news has documented mass shootings, dormitory fi res that have claimed 
lives, and athletic scandals that have severely challenged leaders in higher 
education. In recent years, higher education has been rocked by accusations 
related to staff in athletics at The Pennsylvania State University,  University 
of Arkansas, and Syracuse University. After a 10-month investigation, Sports 
Illustrated (Dohrmann & Evans, 2013) exposed potential infractions at 
Oklahoma State University from 1999 to 2011 that included payments to 
student-athletes, academic dishonesty, and sexual favors to lure recruits. The 
death of a band member at Florida A&M University prompted every cam-
pus to review potential hazing within campus organizations and to ensure 
that their policies address the situation and promise serious consequences. 
It appears that 100-year fl oods are attracted to college campuses. In January 
1995, the University of California, Santa Barbara, closed when rains deluged 
the coastal area, causing fl oods and mudslides. In this volume, President Sally 
Mason documents the devastation of the fl ooding of the Iowa River on the 
University of Iowa campus. In September 2013, President Philip DiStefano 
found himself closing the University of Colorado at Boulder campus, post-
poning a football game and facing the high waters of Boulder Creek. The use 
of pepper spray on students at the University of California, Davis, compelled 
the chancellor to speak out publicly about the situation and caused staffi ng 
changes in the police department. Student deaths, rapes on campus, cheating 
scandals, and natural disasters all focus attention on a campus—sometimes 
only for a short time and in other cases for months and sometimes years. In 
some cases, such as St. Mary’s College of Maryland, unorthodox decisions, 
such as using a cruise ship for a residence hall, proved to be an ingenious and 
positive way to address the mold issues in traditional residence halls, yet the 
president who weathered that crisis found himself in a crisis of a different sort 
when enrollment declined in subsequent years.
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Any crisis event requires that leaders are savvy in their relationships 
with the media and that they work effectively with their own public affairs 
staff. The campus is a microcosm of a small town—with faculty, staff, stu-
dents, alumni, and the surrounding community all potentially affected by 
the actions—or inactions—of the campus leader. Colleges and universities 
have experienced a signifi cant number of what pundits call “career-ending 
events.” Although not all presidents and chancellors leave their posts, many 
fi nd themselves questioning their own responses or being questioned by 
boards, legislators, and the public. The challenges presidents and chancellors 
must confront increase as new technologies dominate campus communica-
tions and federal and state regulations call for increased and more complex 
reporting. There is often little time to plan thoughtfully about a course of 
action; instead, presidents are called upon to make rapid decisions—whether 
to use the campus alert system, contact the media, schedule a press confer-
ence, or retreat behind closed doors. Each action has a reaction, and campus 
leaders need to anticipate the results of their decisions. 

There are frameworks for crisis management that are well documented, 
and campus leaders should know about state and federal regulations and 
policies, the Incident Command System (ICS), the National Incident 
 Management System (NIMS), the Campus Security Act of 1990, and the 
Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime Sta-
tistics Act (Clery Act). Similarly, in many crises, relationships with other 
agencies are critical. The leadership team must be aware of the American 
Red Cross in a hurricane, CDC for an epidemic, the FBI and CIA for terror-
ist activity, Homeland Security for student credentials, Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) for earthquakes and fl oods, and local or state 
police for investigations beyond the campus. 

What is always important is who and what is guiding leadership deci-
sions. Many campuses have well-established crisis communication or risk 
management teams. Some presidents assume that the vice president for 
administration or the public affairs offi cer knows how to manage a crisis, but 
it has become clear that this is a team sport. Only those campuses with well-
defi ned policies and processes can begin to address the newest crisis and, even 
then, there will be variables that were never encountered before or new twists 
that change everyone’s perception of what to do. Considering what expertise 
is needed on the team is critical—and sometimes the team members need to 
be interchangeable and fl uid. For example, a situation that affects facilities 
needs more participation from that side of campus, whereas a cheating scan-
dal needs full participation from the academic team. 

Even in a crisis, the day-to-day work continues. But some incidents 
change the campus routine—do you have graduation ceremonies when 
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there has been a human tragedy on campus? Are fi nals canceled when storms 
impede travel and knock out power? Who decides when and how to alter 
the usual patterns? How does the campus deal with a racial incident that 
occurred off campus? Should it be clear that the president has made the 
tough decisions, or is it better to say the crisis team has made this recom-
mendation? Does the answer depend on the circumstances?

In the end, presidents may build a reputation—good or bad—or they 
may leave a legacy that marks their tenure forever. Often during the crisis, 
the long-term result of decisions will not be clear. Sometimes an excellent 
leader can make one mistake and wipe out years of successful leadership. One 
event can change the course of a campus, alter the reputation of a leader, and 
forever change the external perception of the institution. 

The following essays are instructive in that the authors demonstrate that 
responses to a crisis depend on the circumstances and, in the end, may be 
the result of luck as much as careful planning. As some have said, the more 
planning the campus does, the more likely that the outcomes will seem like 
fortuitous results! What all these authors communicate is the importance of 
recognizing that every campus leader must be prepared to respond and will-
ing to do so even in the face of uncertainty. 
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