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Executive Summary 

The University of Illinois System seeks an innovative and strategic leader to serve as its inaugural vice 

president of external relations and communications with oversight of the Offices of University Relations 

(communications, marketing and branding) and Governmental Relations (federal and state).  

The University of Illinois System is the state's largest system of higher education and home to more than 

90,000 students. The system has three universities - Urbana-Champaign, Chicago and Springfield - a 

vibrant healthcare enterprise, and numerous public and private partnerships. All of these components, 

exponentially greater in sum, drive outstanding advances in research, teaching, discovery and 

unparalleled economic contribution.  

Reporting directly to University of Illinois System President Timothy L. Killeen, the vice president will 

serve as a member of the system's executive cabinet, lead the development of a transformative 

marketing strategy and implement a strategic communication plan that celebrates the University of 

Illinois System's extraordinary accomplishments and response to today's education, public health, social 

justice and research agendas.  

The vice president will work closely with system-wide partners to ensure that there is a synergistic 

approach to matters related to core messaging, reputational issues, earned media and brand 

management. Additionally, the vice president will maintain a strong, collaborative relationship with 

members of state and local government agencies, higher education associations and local community 

leaders to gain public support for the system and promote its mission through advocacy at the state and 

national levels. The vice president will execute innovative campaigns utilizing print, social, digital and 

emerging media, and assume a leadership role in integrating the efforts of communications and 

marketing teams across the three universities through system-wide cohort coordination.  

The vice president must be a skilled communicator, possess an instinct for win-win solutions and 

proactively engage and develop relationships with colleagues to ensure that the interests of all 

constituents are understood and represented. The vice president will work comfortably in a highly visible 

environment with impeccable moral character and conviction in serving the greater good of the university 

and its communities. The vice president will deeply resonate with the transformative impact of higher 

education; enhance diversity, equity and inclusive excellence; show an eagerness to tie in to the 

academic and intellectual enterprise; understand and appreciate the role of shared governance; and 

possess an ability to take a principled position, even in times of crisis. The ideal candidate will possess 

progressive leadership experience at an institution of higher education or other public service organization 

of similar size and complexity. A master's degree is preferred. The vice president will have the flexibility to 

take residence near any of the three university campuses – Chicago, Springfield or Urbana-Champaign. 

This is a timely opportunity for an ambitious leader and thought partner to join the University of Illinois 

System and tell the story of an institution that is radically rethinking the reach of higher education. 

For information on how to apply or to submit nominations, please refer to the section, “Procedure for 

Candidacy” at the end of this document. 

https://www.uillinois.edu/
https://www.uillinois.edu/president/biography
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Vice President of External Relations and Communications 

A strategic member of the University of Illinois System president's executive cabinet, the vice president of 

external relations and communications leads the external relations activity with state and federal 

agencies and partners, and provides system-level leadership in public affairs, branding and 

communications. The vice president has responsibility for the planning, coordination and oversight of 

initiatives designed to inform and educate the public, media and governmental constituents about the 

University of Illinois System and its missions of excellence in teaching, research, public service, 

healthcare and economic development.  

 

As the senior external relations and communications officer, the vice president leads the branding of the 

system enterprise, interacting frequently and substantively with the executive vice president and vice 

president for academic affairs, the vice president and chief financial officer, the vice president for 

economic development and innovation, the chief university counsel, the secretary of the board of 

trustees, the universities’ chancellors and provosts and the foundation president. The vice president will 

advise on the creation and timing of executive leadership announcements, communications, press 

releases, op-eds and other internal and external communication to further the institution's mission and 

reflect its success. 

 

The vice president is a newly created and elevated role, bringing together the Offices of University 

Relations (communications, marketing and branding) and Governmental Relations (federal and state) and 

leveraging the strengths of each for an even stronger approach to university relationships and advocacy. 

The vice president is responsible for leading a team of 22 communications and government relations 

professionals. This leader is responsible for creating the overarching strategy, goals, metrics and tools to 

promote and raise the visibility of the University of Illinois System and ensure accuracy of information 

across all of its communications platforms, especially dynamic updates through digital and social media. 

Additionally, the vice president is responsible for a $2 million operating budget and will be accountable for 

ensuring the most efficient and effective use of financial resources. 

 

The vice president supports the communications needs of President Killeen and manages the system-

wide internal communications for the institution, ensuring that the universities have timely and effective 

communications around critical issues, key developments and in times of crisis. The new vice president 

will also oversee a robust media and marketing plan utilizing traditional and developing platforms to 

ensure that the University of Illinois System is visible in all regional and major metropolitan media 

markets. The new vice president will serve as lead advisor and provide counsel on who will be the most 

effective institutional spokespersons in times of celebration and crisis. The vice president will serve as the 

primary media liaison and spokesperson for system-wide matters and will prepare key system-level 

administrators to interface effectively with the media in the best interest of the institution.  

 

The vice president also will provide executive counsel and expertise to system leadership and each of the 

three universities related to best positioning the U of I System's priorities utilizing communications and 

marketing strategies and government and external relationships. To do so, the vice president will work 

closely with professional communicators across the system to ensure consistent messaging and aligned 

strategic efforts. The vice president will engage communications professionals across the three 

universities to ensure system-wide coordination and collaboration in efforts related to crisis and 

https://www.uillinois.edu/our/
https://www.uillinois.edu/our/
https://www.ogr.uillinois.edu/


University of Illinois System Vice President of External Relations and Communications 

 

 
3 

 

reputational issues, brand integration and elevating institutional priorities. The vice president will reinforce 

the valued trust that the public has in the institution's accuracy, timeliness, transparency and integrity, 

especially during crisis situations. 

Opportunities and Expectations for Leadership 

The following represent some of the immediate opportunities that the new vice president of external 

realtions and communications will address upon joining the University of Illinois community. They are 

presented here in no particular order. 

System-Wide Marketing, Media and Communications Strategy  

As the University of Illinois System strives to offer transformational educational experiences, it requires a 
dynamic and nimble communications and marketing plan that celebrates a long history of excellence as well as 
numerous extraordinary accomplishments. The U of I System has had a history of "Midwestern modesty" when 
it comes to celebrating its own success and the vice president must ensure that past and current 
accomplishments remain visible in local and major media markets. To highlight only a few of the university's 
recent accomplishments:  

 The Board of Trustees approved five straight years of a tuition freeze for in-state freshman, reflecting 

the system’s commitment to affordability for Illinois residents  

 Enrollment has grown 10.7% over the past six years, consistent with an aggressive multi-year enrollment 

plan aimed at accessibility 

 The U of I System has launched the Discovery Partners Institute in downtown Chicago as well as the 

Illinois Innovation Network, to enhance the innovation ecosystem as well as workforce development 

and training across the State 

In addition, and despite the impact of the pandemic on higher education, the U of I System continues to 

be in a sound financial position with strong support from the State. Also, the U of I System has been on 

the front line of the COVID-19 response, including running clinical trials of vaccines, testing the efficacy of 

drug treatments, and pioneering new saliva-based testing options that are now being adopted across the 

country. 

The vice president will utilize internal and external partners to highlight the U of I System’s scholarly 

achievements, research and teaching excellence. The work should build on accomplishments over the last 

decade, reinforcing the system’s refreshed brand and paying careful attention to efforts to differentiate 

itself from other higher education systems. To this end, the chief external relations and communications 

officer must ensure a coherent, focused and aligned internal and external effort with consistent and clear 

messaging across the entire institution. The vice president's council will guide and prioritize the system’s 

approach to commercial media, print and branding; internal communications; advocacy and government 

affairs activity; and community relations efforts.  

Excellence in Partnership 

The university must also continue to focus on student recruitment, enrollment, retention, outcomes and 

graduation rates as a top priority, including articulating the unique value proposition and impact of each 

of the three universities to potential and current students and their families. Ensuring that the U of I 

https://www.uillinois.edu/coronavirus
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System has a robust external communication and advocacy plan, prioritizes strategic storytelling and 

stays ahead with emerging digital communications advances will be critical as higher education navigates 

an already competitive market becoming even further complex in today's environment. Fostering external 

relationships and partnerships including with governmental entities and other civic organizations, is key 

to the U of I System’s advocacy. 

In addition to the system-level external relations and communications staff, the vice president will 

encourage collaboration with communications partners at each of the three universities, with particularly 

close communication with the professionals in the chancellors' offices and divisions of enrollment 

management and advancement. It is important that this leader understand that the role of system vice 

president is to work closely with the campus and divisional partners to elevate each unique agenda 

versus creating a centralized approach. The vice president will ensure each college and unit is dedicated 

to following campus-wide marketing and communication policies, procedures and guidelines. This 

requires a sophisticated leader who can lead through partnership, influence and goodwill versus an 

inclination for top-down leadership. 

Best-In-Class Talent, Practices and Outcomes 

The vice president will be responsible for leading a high-performing, best-practices division that 

effectively advances the University of Illinois System's mission, vision, brand and external relations. The 

vice president will be responsible for assessing staff and operational needs to ensure that as trends 

change, the system offices have the talent and resources to be effective in their work. A vice president 

with exceptional management and mentoring skills will be key to ensuring a customer-centric team that 

is ready to adapt to a fast-paced and rapidly changing higher education landscape. The vice president will 

build a culture of collaborative, people-first workspace both virtually and in-person. 

Professional Qualifications and Personal Qualities 

The ideal candidate will be an innovative, agile and proactive executive who embraces a team 

environment and works with colleagues in a spirit of partnership, transparency and fiscal responsibility. 

The new vice president will be a confident, high energy leader who has most, if not all, of the following 

professional qualifications and personal characteristics: 

▪ At least five years of demonstrated success in academic administration at an institution of higher 

education or similarly complex public employer. 

▪ Knowledge of the federal and state political landscape and understanding of the legislative processes 

and funding mechanisms. Demonstrated appreciation for and experience with governmental relations 

and the importance of partnering with university leaders and faculty to advocate for the University of 

Illinois System.  

▪ Minimum of 10 years of experience in the areas of public relations, public affairs, communications, 

and/or advocacy. 

▪ Demonstrated success managing a public affairs or communications team who handled complex 

public affairs and crisis management issues. 

▪ Successful experience developing and maintaining effective working relationships with the media, 

public and/or governmental entities. 
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▪ Experience or familiarity with the processes for providing documents responsive to public record 

requests. 

▪ Experience working with a chief executive officer and a board of directors or trustees. 

▪ Appreciation and understanding of shared governance and the critical role of the faculty.  

▪ Excellent communications skills. 

▪ Ability to work with varied constituencies to reach consensus and drive change. 

▪ An appetite for talent development, focusing on diversity and inclusion. Ability to lead and motivate 

teams of people, and the ability to partner with and influence senior management, peers and others 

using a collaborative mentality and style. 

▪ Ability to act as a change agent in an academic setting; strong interpersonal skills with a variety of 

audiences including at the board level. 

▪ Current or prior successful administrative experience in responding to challenges that have been 

resolved/managed successfully. 

▪ Strong and broad understanding of the academic challenges and opportunities facing American higher 

education. 

▪ Demonstrated commitment to and desire to uphold the ethical standards expected of a vice 

president. 

▪ Bachelor's degree required; master's degree preferred.  

Timothy Killeen, President 

The vice president of external relations and communications will join a strong, visionary and committed 

team of system offices, chancellors and vice president's reporting directly to President Timothy Killeen.  

Timothy L. Killeen is the 20th president of the University of Illinois System, with 

universities in Urbana-Champaign, Chicago and Springfield. He took office in May 

2015 and received a new contract in 2020 that will extend his term through June 

2024. 

Since taking office, Killeen has helped lead a surge of growth across the state’s 

flagship university system. Enrollment is at record highs, including increases among 

in-state and underrepresented students. Student costs have been held in check by 

affordability initiatives that included a five-year tuition freeze for Illinois students 

and substantial increases in institutional financial aid. Retention and graduation rates top national norms, 

while student debt rates are lower than U.S. averages. A unique hiring initiative will add up to 45 

renowned professors to the system’s already world-class faculty ranks, and another seeks to add nearly 

500 new tenure-system faculty. A capital program will build or upgrade nearly 350 facilities over the next 

decade to ensure classroom and research space matches the system’s academic excellence, and the 

system’s largest fundraising campaign ever is ahead of pace toward its $3.1 billion goal. 

A leading researcher in geophysics and space sciences, Killeen has also championed efforts to expand the 

research discovery that drives progress and job creation. That includes helping lead the creation of two 

pioneering new initiatives to drive innovation and workforce development – the Discovery Partners 

Institute, a world-class research center in downtown Chicago, and the Illinois Innovation Network, a 

system of satellite research hubs that will help spread the institute’s impact across the state. He also 

https://www.uillinois.edu/president/offices
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reaffirmed the system’s commitment to the arts and humanities, launching a program that pumped 

nearly $2 million into faculty initiatives that underscore their importance to a well-rounded education. 

The ongoing growth is rooted in a Strategic Framework that Killeen helped develop in the first months of 

his presidency to guide the U of I System for the next decade. The roadmap set high-aspiration goals to 

make the U of I System a model for higher education in the 21st century, and build on its more than 150-

year legacy of service to students, innovation and the public good. 

When he joined the U of I System, Killeen brought more than three decades of experience as an 

educator, researcher and administrator in public higher education and in leadership positions with national 

scientific research agencies. 

Earlier, he served as vice chancellor for research and president of the Research Foundation at the State 

University of New York (SUNY), one of the nation’s largest higher education systems. He also served as 

assistant director for the geosciences at the National Science Foundation (NSF), as the Lyall Research 

Professor at the University of Colorado and as director and senior scientist for the National Center for 

Atmospheric Research. Killeen also spent more than 20 years as a faculty member and researcher at the 

University of Michigan, where he also served as associate vice president for research. 

He was elected to the National Academy of Engineering in 2007, and is a member and past president of 

the American Geophysical Union and a fellow of the American Meteorological Society and the American 

Association for the Advancement of Science. He has authored more than 150 publications in peer-

reviewed journals, along with more than 300 other publications and papers. 

A native of Wales and a U.S. citizen, Killeen received his bachelor’s degree in physics and astronomy at 

University College London, where he also earned his doctoral degree in atomic and molecular physics and 

was later awarded an honorary doctorate degree. 

Procedure for Candidacy 

WittKieffer is assisting University of Illinois System in this search. All applications, nominations and 

inquiries are invited.  

Applications should include, as separate documents, a CV or resume and a letter of interest addressing 

the themes outlined in this profile. For fullest consideration, candidate materials should be received by 

Monday, January 25, 2021.  Application materials should be submitted using WittKieffer’s candidate 

portal. 

Nominations and inquiries can be directed to: Melissa Fincher, Dennis Barden and Kim Brettschneider 

UIllinoisVPExtRelComm@wittkieffer.com 

The University of Illinois will not engage in discrimination or harassment against any person because of race, color, religion, sex, 

national origin, ancestry, age, order of protection status, genetic information, marital status, disability, sexual orientation including 

gender identity, unfavorable discharge from the military or status as a protected veteran and will comply with all federal and state 

nondiscrimination, equal opportunity and affirmative action laws, orders and regulations. This nondiscrimination policy applies to 

admissions, employment, access to and treatment in the University programs and activities. 

https://candidateportal.wittkieffer.com/description?jobID=22043
https://candidateportal.wittkieffer.com/description?jobID=22043
mailto:PublicFolder@wittkieffer.com


University of Illinois System Vice President of External Relations and Communications 

 

 
7 

 

 

 

 


