
UNF Presidential Search Committee 
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Herbert University Center • Board of Trustees Room (Rm. 1058) 
 

MINUTES 
 
Members Present  Paul McElroy (Chair), Jason Barrett, Selma Besirevic, Henry Brown, Travis 
Cummings, Jill Davis, Chuck Ged, Lakshmi Goel, Ann Hicks, Susan Perez, Thobias Sando, Aundra 
Wallace, John White 
 
Members Absent  Kent Stermon, Shiju Zacharia 
 
Item 1 Call to Order  Chair McElroy called the meeting to order at 1:04 PM. 
 
Item 2 Public Comment  Chair McElroy offered those in attendance an opportunity to comment on 
items in the agenda. The public made no comments. 
 
Item 3 Survey Results  Director of Assessment Dr. Amanda Kulp presented results from the 
Presidential Search Input Survey in aggregate. She noted that her role was to administer, compile, 
and present survey results. The survey received a total of 2,095 responses, which widely represented 
UNF constituents:  27% Alumni, 24% Staff & Administration, 21% Students, 17% Faculty, and 10% 
Community Members. Key leadership traits respondents would like to see in UNF’s next president 
were (a) visionary, dynamic leadership, (b) political savvy, (c) approachable/communicate, (d) 
integrity/honesty, and (e) collaborative – in that order. Respondents preferred the following 
background characteristics: (a) higher education experience, (b) specific demographic/personal 
characteristics, and (c) external perspective. The 11-page report also detailed short-term and long-
term priorities by sub-group and questions the Committee should ask presidential candidates. 
 
Committee Member and UNF Student Body President Selma Besirevic summarized student 
responses to the survey. She noted that the ideal candidate would prioritize student success, 
champion diversity and inclusion, and give students a voice at the table. Ms. Besirevic stressed the 
importance of hiring a president who has a passion for leading a non-profit and “who will not treat 
UNF as a stepping stone.” 
 
Committee Member and UNF Faculty Association President Dr. John White summarized faculty 
responses to the survey. Dr. White said the next president of UNF could work to improve faculty 
morale by focusing on faculty compensation, retention, and support; working to build a sense of 
community on campus; and being warm, engaged, and politically astute. Dr. Sando added faculty’s 
desire for a president that will take UNF to the next level – that of a mature university with a more 
research-focused balance of work for faculty. 
 
Committee Member and AVP of Undergraduate Studies Dr. Susan Perez summarized staff responses 
to the survey. She noted that several themes overlapped with student and/or faculty groups: 
integrity/honesty, commitment to student success, caring/supportive, and diversity and inclusion. 
Dynamics of talent management – including competitive pay, opportunities for advancement, IT 
infrastructure, remote/flexible work – were key concerns of staff. Like faculty, staff morale was 
notably low. They expect the next president of UNF to boost collaboration, physical infrastructure, 
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and parking availability, as well as establish an identity for the University. Dr. Lakshmi Goel, who sat 
in on the online Staff Open Forum, echoed the themes expressed by Dr. Perez and emphasized the 
importance of filling the position with someone who believes in UNF. 
 
Item 4 Listening Sessions  WittKieffer consultant John Thornburgh summarize major themes from 
listening sessions held the week of November 8. WittKieffer held sessions with a diverse mix of 
constituents – staff, faculty, students, and community members as well as the president’s cabinet. 
Mr. Thornburgh said there was tremendous alignment of the survey and listening sessions. He 
advised that the agenda of the next president include (a) student health and safety, (b) recovering 
from the enrollment dip, (c) fostering a culture of innovation, (d) fundraising, (e) championing UNF’s 
needs at the state level, and (f) engagement in the broader needs of the Jacksonville area. Most 
notably, UNF constituent groups are seeking a creative leader and visionary who advocates for 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. Mr. Thornburgh advised that the next president have strengths and a 
background that align with these tactical and strategic priorities. He assured the Committee that the 
WittKieffer team would screen for a shortlist of critical characteristics: genuine, humble, courageous, 
and passion for the mission. Such qualities, Mr. Thornburgh noted, do not necessarily surface in a 
resume or interview so vetting will require time and targeted questions. 
 
Item 5 Committee Feedback  Mr. Thornburgh facilitated a discussion with the Committee. He first 
asked about strategic priorities and/or personal qualities. Ann Hicks said the University needs a 
dynamic, charismatic communicator with demonstrated leadership and a strong position in the 
Jacksonville community. Dr. Perez suggested a proactive leader who can effectively navigate the 
political landscape in Florida. Dr. Goel emphasized the priority of aligning infrastructure with growth. 
Jill Davis said the next president’s short-term priority is relationships – first on campus, then in the 
community, and finally at the state level. Henry Brown stressed the strategic priorities of bolstering 
faculty and staff morale, listening, crafting vision, and engaging in the business community (to assist 
in fulfilling skillset demands in the region). Chuck Ged noted that developing a strong alumni 
community would require a focus on student engagement. Travis Cummings said UNF’s next 
president should have political savvy and create career pathways for students. Aundra Wallace seeks 
a candidate with a track record of partnering with the business community and producing graduates. 
The next president, he said, should be someone who recognizes the why companies choose to 
relocate in the region and partner in attracting them. Dr. White added that UNF’s next president 
should be a good listener, especially at first. Chair McElroy sees a culture shift from hierarchical to 
collaborative as a priority; in addition, building trust, demonstrating integrity, communicating in new 
ways, workforce development, and having a passion for fundraising. Jason Barrett stated that it is 
the University’s objective to hire a leader – and that the characteristics listed earlier may not lend 
themselves to an academic. Acknowledging the differences between higher education and other 
industries, Mr. Brown noted that an ideal candidate should have high exposure to higher education 
or a deep understanding of these differences. Mr. Thornburgh said that the best local candidates 
choose to apply by word of mouth. 
 
Second, Mr. Thornburgh asked the Committee to provide distinctive qualities of the University that 
would compel candidates to apply. Committee members listed small class sizes, undergraduate 
research opportunities, high-impact practices, community engagement, STEM jobs in the region, 
strength of study abroad, student connection to the region, and the people in the region, who are 
happy to connect and hungry for growth. Mr. Barrett commented that the opportunity to build 
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something great is a major draw for this role; the University needs someone who enjoys building 
over maintaining a status quo.   
 
Item 6 Draft Position Announcement & Marketing Plan  Interim Vice President of Marketing Isabel 
Pease presented the position overview. The document is a summary of the background, 
accomplishments, and strategic vision of UNF along with a list of qualities and characteristics sought 
in the next president. The latter will be adjusted based on insights from the survey, listening 
sessions, and Committee comments above. Dr. White offered to provide written comments and 
edits. Dr. Perez provided comments and ideas on the document's structure, as well as other edits. 
 
To market the position, Mr. Thornburgh shared that WittKieffer has targeted a list of over 100 
candidates to discuss the position – with the position document as the key marketing tool. 
Addressing the timeline, Chair McElroy said that the support team is working to find time for 
evaluation meetings and follow-on activities. He noted that the Florida legislature recently 
introduced legislation that could enable the Committee to withhold candidate names until the final 
interview round. 
 
Item 7 McKnight Associates Update  Stan McKnight said that he and his team are charged with 
giving the Committee an analysis of trends, develop comparison groups, and provide a preliminary 
recommendation. Trends include linking pay to accomplishments and including perquisites in the 
compensation package. 
 
Phillip McKnight presented three comparison groups:  National/Public Peers (N=12), SUS-Florida 
(N=11), and the Florida Four (N=4). Benchmark results were collected from recent IRS 990 reports, 
public sources (including the Chronicle of Higher Education), local news sources, and presidential 
contracts and surveys. Components of total compensation are base pay, bonuses, and incentives. 
UNF currently meets benchmarks for base pay, but shows lower than peers on bonuses and 
incentives. 
 
McKnight associates recommended ranges for base salary and total compensation. They advised 
that incentives included in the package reflect strategic goals. Most state universities in Florida 
provide some level of housing and vehicle allowance.  
 
Item 8 Questions and Discussion Chair McElroy offered the opportunity for questions from the 
Committee. Dr. Sando asked if the timeline could be compressed. Chair McElroy said that the only 
opportunity to compress the timeline would have been March, a month which many Committee 
members have personal commitments. 
 
Item 9 Adjournment  Chair McElroy adjourned the meeting at 3:07 PM. 
 

 
  


