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WAKE FOREST UNIVERSITY STAFF
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As of November 21, 2025

SUMMARY OF CONTENTS

This document provides a summary of key questions and themes discussed among members

of Wake Forest staff during a listening session hosted on November 20, 2025.
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SURVEY QUESTIONS

The following questions were asked of members of the Wake Forest staff:

- What do you think should be the top priorities for the next president of Wake Forest

University?
- What are the must-have qualities for the next president?
- What do you see as the attractions of the Wake Forest University presidency?

- What are the standout qualities of Wake Forest?

SURVEY METHODOLOGY

Staff answered the questions individually and engaged in a Zoom webinar together. Individual
responses and thoughts from the webinar are included in this summary.

GENERAL THEMES

The following themes emerged through the individual responses and in the course of the

group discussion.

QUESTION 1: What do you think should be the top priorities for the
next president of Wake Forest University?

1. Community, Unity and Inclusivity
This is a central theme, focusing on internal and external relationships.

- Internal Unity: Connecting the university at large to overcome "fragmentation,"

uniting for a common mission, and building bridges between faculty and staff.

- Belonging and Diversity: Ensuring all students, staff, and faculty feel a sense of
belonging, safety, and recognition of diverse identities, religions, interests, and

backgrounds.
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External Relations: Being involved in the local community (Winston-Salem),
repairing "broken bridges," and welcoming the community warmly (e.g., bringing
back events at the president's home).

Charlotte Expansion: Embracing the vision for Wake's expansion and clearly

defining the role of the Charlotte campus (CLT) in that vision.

2. Financial Stability and Resource Management

The financial health of the institution and the wellbeing of its people are major

concerns.

Fundraising and Vision: Being visionary, inspiring, and willing to travel to meet

alumni/friends to lead the next large capital campaign.

Staff/Faculty Compensation: Maintaining competitive salary and benefits to
ensure the University retains "the best" talent, and modernizing Wake Forest as

an "employer of choice."

Student Economic Diversity and Support: Intentionally addressing economic
disparities, incorporating students from lower/middle socioeconomic classes,

and providing increased financial assistance and support services.

3. Academic Focus and Modernization

The core mission of education, its integrity, and its evolution are important.

Teaching and Holistic Development: Maintaining a "laser focus" on
undergraduate teaching and holistic student development, in contrast to a heavy
research focus.

Academic Integrity and Al: A strong commitment to academic integrity,
especially in the age of artificial intelligence, and understanding the 21st

century.
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Liberal Arts and Interdisciplinary Work: Growing the liberal arts foundation,
pushing interdisciplinary work, and developing research capabilities across all
disciplines.

4. Leadership, Culture, and Governance

Staff members want a leader with specific traits who will foster a positive working and

learning environment.

Transparency and Trust: Prioritizing addressing community confidence and

enhancing transparency in leadership.

Values and Advocacy: Willingness to stand up for academic freedom and
student/staff/faculty rights even in the face of political pressure; demonstrating

cultural humility and ethical responsibility.

Work-Life Balance: Supporting and ensuring "work life balance in truth" for

staff, including continued support for the childcare center.

Efficient Governance: Adjusting cabinet membership to include those who truly
value community and ensuring "experts need to be in the room" rather than

relying too heavily on chain of command.

Growth Management: Navigating physical space constraints due to enrollment
growth, and managing geographic expansion (e.g., Charlotte) so the entire

community feels part of the vision.

QUESTION 2: What are the must-have qualities for the next president?

1. Relational and Accessible Leadership

This theme emphasizes a leader's character, their connection with the community, and

their approachability. Staff want a president who is truly present and values all

constituents.

Approachability and Presence: The president should be public-facing, involved

with the University "even away from the camera," and easily approachable by
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all. References to previous leaders like Dr. Hatch underscores a desire for

visibility and genuine engagement with the campus community.

- Empathy and Listening: The next president must be a compassionate leader
and an excellent listener, capable of discerning "what is said and what is not
said." They need to be willing to take the time to understand the needs of
marginalized communities and have a lived experience that can relate to a broad

range of stakeholders.

- Equity and Inclusivity: The president must recognize the diversity of identities,
religions, interests, and backgrounds. They must value both faculty and staff
equally and work toward staff equity, acknowledging staff contributions as
valuable. It was also noted that those who didn’t graduate from Wake Forest

have as much value as those who are alumni.

2. Institutional Expertise and Financial Acumen

This theme focuses on the practical, strategic, and professional background necessary

to lead a complex higher education institution.

- Higher Education Experience: Candidates should have proven experience in
higher ed, particularly at a liberal arts school, and a successful track record in
providing excellent undergraduate education. Staff specifically caution against

leaders from corporate spaces who "fail to understand academia."

- Financial and Strategic Skill: The leader needs an incredible fundraising track
record across diverse communities, an understanding of the business side of
higher ed, and the ability to maintain stability during volatile times. They must

have a track record of measured, intentional growth.

- Local and External Ties: The next president must demonstrate proven
experience working with the local community in Winston-Salem to improve
workforce development and job pipelines, and have strong ties to other higher
education presidents/chancellors and be good at government relations.
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3. Courageous and Visionary Decision-Making

Staff are looking for a forward-thinking leader who is decisive, humble, and willing to

challenge the status quo while preserving the University's values.

- Decisiveness and Courage: The next leader must be able to make a decision in
the face of different opinions and should not make decisions from a "fear
adverse point of view." They should be a creative problem solver, not afraid to

push boundaries to do something unique or against what peers are doing.

- Integrity and Accountability: Qualities like humility, quiet confidence, honesty,
and accountability are highly valued. Staff demand transparency in
decision-making and strategy setting and a willingness to own up to a mistake.

They must be a living example of Pro Humanitate.

- Empowering Leadership: The president should trust their teams and not be a
micromanager. They should retain institutional knowledge and encourage their
cabinet to recognize the expertise within the University rather than posing as

the expert of all.

- Visionary Communication: The next leader must have the ability to articulate a
clear vision and galvanize support across the entire campus community,
possessing proven public speaking skills and the ability to attune their language

to the audience.

Note: A repeated nomination of "Michele Gillespie" indicates a strong internal
preference by some staff for a candidate with proven institutional knowledge and

leadership experience at Wake Forest.
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QUESTION 3: What do you see as the attractions of the Wake Forest
University presidency?

1. Exceptional Community and Culture

This is the most dominant theme, highlighting the unique, high-quality human element

and atmosphere at Wake Forest.

- Caring and Dedicated People: Staff cite the presence of "world class
colleagues," a "high functioning community," and a staff that "cares deeply"
about the University and the student experience. The community is described as
the "most kind, caring academic community" the staff member has ever

experienced, emphasizing the supportive "Wake Forest family."

- The Pro Humanitate Spirit: The University's dedication to its motto, Pro
Humanitate, is a major draw. This extends to a dedication to the student

experience and educating the whole person.

- Intimate Scale and Connection: Despite its resources and reputation, Wake
Forest maintains a small enough enrollment to foster a great degree of
"personal connection amongst the entire campus community." The sense of
familiarity — "You know the people you walk past on campus" —is a unique and

valued feature.

- Teacher-Scholar Model: The genuine commitment of the faculty to teaching,
affirming the teacher-scholar model, is a significant attraction, distinguishing

Wake Forest from institutions that primarily focus on research volume.

2. Strong Institutional Foundation and Reputation

This theme focuses on the established strength, brand, and resources of the university

that provide a solid platform for a new leader.

- Solid Foundation and Reputation: Wake Forest has a "solid foundation" and
"institutional strength" with a "strong brand position." The education and

student experience are consistently described as "top notch."
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- Resiliency and High Standards: The University has demonstrated "resiliency"
during challenging times (like Covid-19) and maintains "incredibly high
standards" across all levels (students, faculty, and staff).

- Resources and Assets: The combination of a high level of resources with a
small community feel is a rare attraction. The beautiful Winston-Salem campus

and the "cutting-edge facility in Charlotte" are highlighted as key assets.

- Academic ldentity: The president has the opportunity to lead an institution
committed to its liberal arts core, academic rigor, and the vital role of

humanities.

3. Opportunity for Strategic Growth and Operational Impact

This theme addresses the potential for a new leader to shape the future direction of the

University, both academically and operationally.

- Growth Mindset and Expansion: Wake Forest has a "growth mindset" and is
poised for expansion, particularly in academic programs, research, and reach,
leveraging the Winston-Salem location and the Charlotte presence.

- Academic Development: There are "huge opportunities to really grow our arts,
humanities, and research programs" and enhance interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary collaboration. The ability to pick a new provost is noted as an

immediate opportunity to shape the academic structure.

- Operational Improvement: The presidency offers a chance to address internal
inefficiencies, such as the current tendency for units to be "siloed" and
systems/processes to be "inconsistent and wasteful." A president who can
enforce strong operational systems (e.g., enterprise software, consistent

enforcement of policies) would be "greatly appreciated."

- Community and Political Leadership: The role allows for leadership in the
Winston-Salem community and the chance to be a leader who is willing to
stand up to national overreach and navigate the political landscape in higher

education.
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QUESTION 4: What are the standout qualities of Wake Forest?

1. Unique Scale and Impact

Staff emphasize Wake Forest’s ability to achieve significant results despite its relatively

small size, creating a rare combination in higher education.

- Small but Mighty: The University is repeatedly described as a "small university"
that achieves "larger university accomplishments and outcomes."

- Power 4 Conference Standing: Wake Forest is noted as one of the "smallest
most intimate Power 4 institutions," which provides a unique position where
athletics contributes to its overall profile without sacrificing the intimate,
personal feel.

2. Core Values and Culture

The University's guiding principle and the resulting community atmosphere are seen as
fundamental distinguishing factors.

- Pro Humanitate: This motto is mentioned multiple times as a standout quality,

signifying a "community that strives to serve."

- Welcoming Community: Wake Forest is characterized as an "amazing

community of welcoming people."

- Engagement Opportunities: The presence of benefits and “spaces for

engagement” contributes to a positive environment for staff and faculty.

3. Institutional Strength and Foundation

The University's overall standing and a clear sense of its unique identity are highlighted
as key assets.

- Reputation and Stability: The "institutional strength and reputation of Wake
Forest" are viewed as a strong foundation for future leadership.
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- Strategic Identity: There is a clear affirmation that Wake Forest can "thrive right
where we are" and that the goal is not necessarily to chase an R1 classification,

suggesting pride in its current structure.

CONCLUSION

Based on all staff responses, Wake Forest University staff want a president who is a visionary,
relational, and equitable servant-leader who can leverage the University's strong foundation
to manage smart growth while deeply respecting the institution's core values and its entire

community.

This ideal president combines high-level business acumen and strategic vision with genuine

humility and a commitment to people.

The staff seek a leader with proven experience who can confidently steer the University
through complex challenges. They also prioritize a president who actively builds trust, unity,

and a sense of belonging for all constituents.
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