
 “Giving” and “Taking”:  
Fundraising and Influence in Higher Education
Recent changes in tax and labor laws have created a significant shift of wealth from government to private individuals.   As wealth shifts from public to private treasuries, social institutions are defunded by federal and state governments.  Institutional leaders respond with aggressive efforts at private fundraising.  Recently, Fresno State officials have “partnered” with large donors to allow commercial development on campus property with significantly lower tax and development costs.  Senior university officials have acquiesced to demands from wealthy donors and potential donors to place undercover law enforcement officers on-campus to monitor students and faculty, to censor faculty research, and to spin taxpayer-financed ancillary units into the hands of private off-campus interests.  
Over the past twenty-five years, U.S. state and local governments slowed the rate of spending growth for a host of public services, while private treasuries held by corporations and a small set of very wealthy individuals have grown tremendously.  The top 1% of wealthy households in the US hold 35% of the total net wealth of the US.  That’s 35% of approximately 50 trillion dollars or 17.5 trillion dollars held by 3 million people, roughly 5.66 million dollars per wealthy household.  The top 5% holds 58% of total wealth and the top 10% holds over 70% of total US wealth (Kennickell 2003; for income inequality, Wolff and Zacharias 2007).  Meanwhile, public spending on health, education, and other social services, including US infrastructural development and repair has stagnated.  The California Public Budget has been flat for nearly 10 years not adjusted for inflation, and, accounting for inflation, state spending in California has fallen significantly since 2001 (California Department of Finance, 2007).  In the coming year (FY08-09), California universities have been warned by the state’s Legislative Analyst’s office to expect as much as a 10% cut in state revenue.  
As wealth shifts into private hands and state revenues decline, public and nonprofit institutions have become very aggressive in seeking private donations and sponsorships.  An entire industry of “donor management” has arisen and senior officials in university and nonprofit agencies throughout the country are measured by their ability to raise private funds.  As the contemporary strategies for fundraising concentrate on “partnership” arrangements with a limited number of wealthy donors, the management of public and nonprofit agencies has come under the increased influence of private donors.  
The competition to attract the attention of wealthy individuals has created an environment where a moral hazard of donor influence arises.  Wealthy interests are courted so aggressively and over such long periods of time that senior agency officials can lose sight of their public and constitutional responsibilities as donors begin to operate as overseers of the institutions.  Their donations can become investments through which they may expect to exert influence akin to the influence acquired through the financing of political candidates, parties, and PACs (Ferguson 1995). 
The “Big-Donor” Playbook

Senior public agency officials are taught by fundraising experts that the cultivation of a few large donors is more lucrative than efforts to raise small amounts of money from lots of people.  After all, a $10 million dollar contribution from a single donor is a cost-effective way to raise funds versus raising a similar amount through ticket sales or luncheons.  Sophisticated software like Business Systems Resources (BSR), Benefactor or Gifted Memory allows development officers to identify and track the assets, income, and personal information of wealthy individuals without their knowledge.  Once identified, public officials initiate a cultivation campaign of social networking and perquisites in an effort to capture the attention of wealthy targets. 
But since every social institution and non-profit agency that seeks private donations plays by the “big-donor” playbook, the competition is quite fierce.  Wealthy individuals and corporate officers, certainly no fools at finance, recognize quickly the efforts directed toward them by university and non-profit officials.  They use the cultivation campaign to their own advantage by attempting to focus public agency operations in preferred directions.    
A common “partnering” strategy is the establishment of advisory boards that oversee university activities.  Membership on the board is often purchased with large donations and board members are expected to help university fundraising by identifying other potential “big donors” and assisting in the cultivation campaign.  Membership on advisory boards and the notion of “partner” may carry different connotations for business and finance leaders than for university officials.  Partnership and board membership in the business and finance worlds suggest a more powerful management role with the authority to influence directly the activities of the organization.  The university begins to turn in the direction desired by its board-affiliated “partners” and the organizational culture of the university becomes increasingly dominated by corporate perceptions and measures.  

Besides the institution’s general fundraising board, divisions within public agencies create specific fundraising boards for their particular interests and operations.  As top managers evaluate the performance of middle managers by their ability to raise funds, the moral hazard of donor influence creeps inside the agency.  Specific divisions within the agency also begin to redirect their operations to accommodate the interests of big donors.  The web of interconnected boards becomes an entry point for big donor influence across the institution.
Power has more than one face.  In a seminal article on the exercise of power, Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz discussed “The Two Faces of Power (1962).”  The first face of power is obvious.  Someone exercises power openly.  Funds are allocated, personnel decisions are made, proposals are accepted or rejected.  But a second face of power also exists.  It’s the power of anticipating what is desired, and delivering results without being specifically asked.  It’s the power of ambition, it’s the desire to please.  

The cultivation of big donors invokes the second face of power.  It’s inherent in the “skilled listening” posture adopted by university fundraisers who establish relationships with big donors in a very competitive fundraising environment. It’s demonstrated in the phone call where major donors express “concern” over an issue, and university administrators react in an effort to please.  Both parties subsequently deny any straightforward quid pro quo exchange, but the outcome amply illustrates the second face of power.  
Campus Spending, Privatization and the Revenue Stream

Strong support for privatization strategies runs through modern public administration at all levels of government.  Given a total Gross Domestic Product in 2007 of approximately 13 trillion dollars, and with the percentage of public spending at about 30% of GDP, the Federal, state and local governments in the US will spend about 4 trillion dollars this year.  For private businesses, the opportunity to divert portions of the multi-trillion dollar public budgets represents an impressive new revenue source.  Corporations and wealthy interests have reached out for the profits available from spinning public services into private businesses.  
Some government institutions like military bases and university campuses are also consumer centers where large numbers of workers and clients assemble each day.  From food and drink, to textbooks, clothing, vending machines, parking and event tickets, large government institutions become prime locations for private business to locate consumer operations.  Proprietary rights and monopolies at government institutions become valuable franchises, certainly worth the effort of lobbying.  
California State University, Fresno has adopted many of the “big-donor” and corporate strategies available to higher education, and serves here as a case study to illustrate the changes in university administrative practices and emphasis.  Fresno State advisory boards are dominated, and in some cases, exclusive to business and corporate interests.  The 2006-2007 Fresno State general budget is approximately 200 million dollars.  Those dollars do not include funding for projects like the new library (estimated to cost as much as $100 million dollars).  It also does not include the operation of the SaveMart Center or portions of the athletic budget.  With approximately 15,000 persons on campus on an average weekday, Fresno State provides an impressive consumer market.  In total, as much as $500 million dollars runs annually through the Fresno State campus in one form or another.

As with the broader economy, privatization expanded to encompass a larger portion of Fresno State campus spending.  Privatized food service, private event centers, private textbook and clothing business, exclusive product and service contracts, and now private commercial development have come to encumber an increasing share of the monies spent by students, faculty, and staff as well as a larger portion of the university general budget.  The buying power of the student body becomes negotiable between university administrators and private business.  At Fresno State, major donors include those with monopoly rights to consumer products sold on campus, and those with the possibility of an inside track to major contracts and developments.  The chance to drink from a $500 million revenue stream is worth a donation or two, even a sizable donation.  
University administrators emphasize cost efficiency, not to lower costs to students, but to increase discretionary funds and profitability.  They seek to maximize new revenue streams and expand their operations to include profitable ancillary businesses.  As universities discard their traditional focus as centers of education and culture to adopt a corporate commerce model, private businesses sensed the opportunities in new “partnership” arrangements.  The “big-donor” model of fundraising plays perfectly into the desire of university administrators to emulate corporate executives and adopt the profit seeking motives of private business.

As the universities become larger centers of commerce, and administrative careers become more dependent on private fundraising, wealthy individuals enjoy increasing influence over campus financial decisions and the direction of campus infrastructural and educational growth.  The corporate model of excellence as measured by profitability and media management replaces a traditional liberal arts model of literacy, numeracy, and culture as the priority of university administration (Reading 1996; see Giroux 2006 for a spirited defense of public intellectuals).  
For instance, Fresno State’s “Engaged University” adopts a teaching model from the Carnegie Foundation that redirects university education away from liberal arts and sciences, and towards vocational training.  The university graduates a growing pool of vocationally-trained workers with marginal literacy and numeracy skills.  Increasingly, coursework consists of vocational training and unpaid employment with local business and agencies under the guise of “community engagement.”  

The “Engaged University” focus with its emphasis on vocational skills and local economic development is an illustration of a university moving in tandem with the interests of its wealthy benefactors and their corporate culture of commerce.  As political scientist, E. E. Schattschnieder (1960) wrote, “organization is the mobilization of bias.”  Some interests are organized in, and some are organized out.  

The emphasis on donor relations and its pervasive quality across the university organizes donor interests into university decision making and shuts interests contrary to donors out of university decision making.  Besides transparent decisions like Fresno State’s Campus Pointe project, hundreds of small decisions made by midlevel managers anticipate the “second face of power” and accommodate donor interests thus turning the university in meaningful ways into an auxiliary of the economic development interests of a local wealthy elite class. 

To help justify change from liberal arts to vocational training, university officials embrace the self-referential hyperreal “excellence” campaigns of corporate culture.  In the trumpeting of “excellence,” no specific achievement or referent of excellence exists; it happens if you believe that it happens.  As Charles Fox and Hugh Miller wrote with regards to “endless proliferation of copies for which no original exists,” it’s the “simulacra of simulacra (Fox and Miller 1996, p.53).”
    
With the transformation of classroom teaching into a commodity enterprise, cost efficiency becomes a key element of education operations.  Packing as many students as possible into a given classroom lowers the teaching cost per student, thus demonstrating good fiscal management.  Faculty, whose undergraduate classrooms and graduate seminars are now overpopulated with students, respond with time-saving strategies that weaken the educational, particularly the discursive and written literacy, value of class time.  After all, learning to follow the manual isn’t the same as learning to read a book, and writing an email isn’t the same as writing an essay, but the manual and the email are much cheaper to teach.
Since faculty teaching prowess is measured by student polling, the loss of more demanding reading, writing and mathematical assignments is reviewed popularly by students, and thus evidence of customer-satisfaction excellence.   University officials use faculty popularity in student polls as evidence of teaching ability; one of the requirements for tenure and promotion.  The corporate marriage of “excellence” and customer satisfaction that works for iPods, the Gap, and Walmart becomes the university’s model for education.  Cost-effective pricing, marginal quality and high volume have become trademarks of the student-as-consumer culture in a corporatized state university education.  
A new set of degrees is offered with abbreviated curricula but at premium prices such as an executive M.B.A program that allows for a one-year matriculation at tuition and fee prices well above regular rates.  As increasing numbers of university administrators derive academic credentials from “virtual” education, they expand university offerings that offer similar degrees.  These “virtual” degrees open new markets at significant cost savings.  

Administrators, anxious to demonstrate skills akin to their over-admired corporate counterparts, initiate rapidly changing cycles of faculty-student management efforts.  These efforts, often tied to the overworked corporate refrain of “excellence,” don’t improve the academic culture of universities as much as they replace it.  Like waves at the beach, these management schemes arise, crescendo and disappear at regular intervals straining the authentic enterprise of teaching and research, and producing cadres of faculty and staff skilled at assessment camouflage and bureaucratic dissipation.     

The SaveMart Center and Campus Pointe

In order to understand the relationship between the “big-donor” playbook and large-scale university development, you have to know how to play the board game, Monopoly.  That’s the one where you roll dice, move around the board, buy and sell properties, collect rents and income, and whoever has the most money wins.  In small and mid-size communities where many college and universities are located, perhaps as few as 30 individuals and companies play Monopoly with the community.   If you own a few rental properties, you don’t play, but, if you own 5000 rental properties, you do.  If you build or refurbish a couple of homes each year for sale, you don’t; if you build 2000 homes per year, you do.  If you own a small business or several, you don’t; if you own key consumer or service companies that sell millions of units per year, you do.  

Imagine that you are one of these few individuals or corporations that play Monopoly with the community, and you roll the dice, and land on a square that tells you to draw a card from the stack in the middle of the board.  The card instructs you and other players to pay a substantial sum of money to build a modern event center.  As a result, the value of your properties increases by 5% and all rents and incomes increase by 5%.   
Fortunately for your effort to build an event center, the local university president is a protégé of the Monopoly players and the university offers impressive strategic and tactical advantages as a business partner.  Commercial enterprises on state property don’t pay property taxes, but instead pay a “possessor use” tax.  The difference is based on the percentage of use for education.  The more the facility is used for education, the less “possessor use” tax paid.  Fresno County is willing to concede that 33% of Fresno State’s new SaveMart Center is used for educational purposes (a generous concession by the county), while the university and its private partners are arguing for a much higher estimate.  Also, commercial development on state property can exempt itself from upfront fees to school districts saving as much as $1 million dollars in development costs at one Fresno State project, according to some estimates.  
Development on university property is exempt from county and city general planning, and their Environmental Impact Reports (EIR) bypasses county and city officials.  The final authority to approve the EIR resides with the university’s Board of Trustees.  That’s like giving a corporate board of directors final approval over their own Environmental Impact Reports.  It’s an impressive set of advantages and private businesses can leverage these advantages in their partnership arrangements with universities.  

Any serious player jumps at the chance to make such an investment.  As a bonus, you are lauded as a philanthropist, even as you make a sound financial investment.  Further, private corporate interests manage the events center and its revenue streams, and the proprietary interests and exclusive rights already established at the university also become established at the new event center.
Another roll of the dice and another card is revealed from the middle of the Monopoly table.  State property owned by the university could be leased for commercial development.  Given tax relief and an abbreviated development review, the value of such commercial property would be impressive.  At Fresno State, future revenues from the lease of the land, estimated at $750,000 in 2001, will service the bond debt from the SaveMart Center, (begging the question of where the revenues from the SaveMart Center go now).  When the SaveMart Center debt is retired, the university can channel the revenue for the land lease into new development projects.    

But, as with the SaveMart Center, Fresno State’s Campus Pointe project requires a statement of educational purpose to be eligible for tax and development advantages.  Again, the university president as corporate protégé provides a solution.  Part of the proposal is a senior citizen retirement community, so the university states that students will have an opportunity to observe seniors as part of their educational experience.  A hotel complex will also enjoy tax advantages as the university claims that the hotel will be available for students training in hotel management.  Similarly, a movie Cineplex is presented as an educational resource as it may show educational or documentary films or allow classes to meet occasionally in theater rooms.  None of these arguments are particularly convincing on their respective merits (for instance, the university does not offer degrees in gerontology or hotel management), but, in the corporate culture of profitability, the merits of an argument are relatively unimportant and not easily distinguished from the charisma of the “excellence” and “economic progress” campaigns that introduce a new projects.  
Small businesses, without the resources to participate, complain. The university’s commercial development enjoys unfair advantages, including an exemption from local planning.  But the university’s determination to refocus itself as a commercial and corporate institution creates a new relationship with the surrounding small business community.  Universities, under the guidance of their advisory boards, adopt a corporate culture and see themselves as business competitors able to outmaneuver others using state law and the prerogatives of a state institution.    
Influence under the radar

The influence of the corporate culture and “big donors” doesn’t limit itself to university commerce.  Once ensconced in a partnership with senior university officials, “big donors” seek to influence teaching or research to advance their financial interests.  Their behavior isn’t animated by ideology, but by threats to commerce.  As faculty or student activity directly confronts their commercial interests, “big donors” reach out to senior administrators for assistance.  This behavior parallels the influence of major campaign contributors toward elected officials and suggests that wealthy interests may see their contributions and board memberships at universities in much the same way that they see their relationship to elected officials who accept campaign contributions.  Besides the loss of individual freedom to pursue ideas, university officials seek to abbreviate the “contested zone (Tierney and Lechuga 2005)” of academic freedom where faculty and students should expand, not limit, participation.  
At Fresno State, “big donors” have influenced university officials to place undercover police officers on-campus to monitor students and faculty.  In some cases, these officers have come from law enforcement agencies outside the university police.  In another case, major donors succeeded in collaboration with university officials to suppress faculty research.  In another instance, a taxpayer-financed ancillary unit was spun into the hands of private off-campus interests.  In some cases, university administrators responded to the second face of power.  Concerns raised by big donors were transformed into police action or suppression of ideas by administrators seeking donor approval without any specific request for such actions by the donors.  
In February, 2003, two members of the Fresno County Sheriff’s Office attempted to enter a conference on pesticide use by posing as Fresno State students and claiming that their instructor required their attendance.  Once confronted with their deception, they displayed their badges and identified themselves as detectives with the Sheriff’s Office.  The conference was not advertised and of little interest to those outside the field, so how did the Sheriff’s Office know about the conference, and how did they know to use a specific instructor’s name in an effort to gain surreptitious admittance?
In another instance, both on and off-campus law enforcement officers, including members of the Fresno County anti-terrorism task force attended a university lecture on vegetarianism for the purpose of surveillance.  After a bit of public denial and foot shuffling between campus police and the Sheriff’s Office, both admitted to a coordinated surveillance effort.  What isn’t clear, and was never answered, is why, and at whose orders did the police act?
A university police sergeant contacted a professor for video tapes that showed student and faculty audience members at a series of lectures on environmentalism.  When asked why she wanted the tapes, the sergeant said the private security chief for a wealthy local rancher and businessman wanted the tapes to study audience members and create a digital photo file of persons interested in the subject of the lecture.  The professor refused to hand over the tapes.  No public investigation of these incidences occurred, and no answers were forthcoming to the university community about who ordered the undercover surveillance
In September, 2006, faculty research on profit margins in the local housing market was censored and suppressed as a response to complaints by big donors.

In each of the instances listed above, the genesis of the police undercover and censorship arose from the complaints and influence of big donors.  Senior university officials stated openly that major donor prospects, mostly agribusiness and homebuilders, are alarmed at the discussion of subjects that may threaten their interests and the likelihood of their continued contributions to the university.  Senior police officials that I spoke with confirmed that the influence of big donors extended across the university, the University Police Office, and the Fresno County Sheriff’s Office.  
Some years ago, the state legislature approved funds for an educational and research institute at Fresno State to honor a recently departed California legislator from the Fresno area (SB 733, 1999).  The institute was housed with the Department of Political Science and Public Administration.  In the fall of 2000, Republican Party members used the institute to help sponsor a fundraising event for a Republican office seeker.  Lobbyists paid to play golf with the candidate and donations from the event went to the candidate’s campaign funds.  
Department faculty members cried foul.  The institute, as stated in the legislation was expected to be nonpartisan, and engage in research and education on public policy issues.  Republican Party members approached the University President who contacted local Republican legislators.  An amendment to the original institute legislation was approved by the state legislature that took the institute from the Department of Political Science and placed it in the President’s office (SB 452, 2003).  Immediately afterward, the institute disappeared off-campus.  

Conclusion
For two generations, public agencies have been told to “act like business.”  They are expected to be entrepreneurial and seek new revenue sources.  They are told to outsource and privatize key operations to save money and introduce the cost-efficiencies of profit-seeking.  In addition, they’ve have turned to private fundraising as a source of revenue using the “big-donor” playbook.  As a result of new expectations and strategies, corporate culture has taken root in public institutions, especially universities.


Education has become a commodity business to be provided as cheaply as possible and milked for revenue to finance development projects.  Crowded classrooms, constantly increasing student fees, and an increase in vocational, not liberal arts, education have become campus norms.  Faculty and staff are viewed as commodity labor and subject to cost-effective strategies such as replacing tenure and tenure-track faculty with part-time and adjunct faculty, and replacing on-campus courses with video or internet courses as a less expensive delivery system for course material (see Groth 2007 on the value of human contact in the classroom).  

Partnership agreements, exclusive contracts for campus goods and services, and the development of private commercial businesses illustrate the growing corporatization of university administration.  The proliferation of interlocking advisory and foundation boards dominated by business interests and wealthy individuals provide a new cultural environment for senior university administrators.  They see themselves as corporate officers of University, Inc., not as public officials with the responsibility to provide the finest higher education possible.
Few solutions to this dilemma are available.  The problem is endemic to contemporary society, and not merely the province of universities.  Stronger and enforceable codes of administrative ethics and greater transparency in university-donor relations are a start.  Diversity on advisory boards would help.  Adding other occupations and interests would expand advisory board concerns beyond profits.  A renewed commitment to the cultural fundamentals and literacy skills of liberal arts education to replace the vocational focus of “engaged” universities would also help.  It’s worth remembering that universities aren’t business corporations and aren’t intended to be.  We don’t properly serve students, citizens, or taxpayers by transforming universities into profit-seeking businesses that treat education as a commodity. 
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� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/France" \o "France" �French� philosopher � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean_Baudrillard" \o "Jean Baudrillard" �Jean Baudrillard� (1988) argues that a simulacrum is best understood, not as a representation of reality, but an unreal truth with an epiphenomenal attachment to reality.  It’s not real, but hyperreal.  For instance, corporate sloganeering about excellence is to genuine excellent achievement as the Jungle Cruise at Disneyland is to real jungle.  The university’s imitation of corporate sloganeering adopts the view that the simulacrum, the Jungle Cruise, is the real jungle, and you have simulacra of simulacra.  


� * The university has threatened legal action against me if I reveal details of the censorship. 
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