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Executive Summary 

The Board of Trustees of the Universities Research Association, Inc. (URA) seek a visionary, collaborative 
and strategic leader to serve as the next executive director and chief operating officer.  

Headquartered in Washington, DC, URA is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) corporation whose membership includes 
more than 90 premier research universities within the United States and around the world. Since 1967, 
URA has also been the management and operation contractor for Fermi National Accelerator Laboratory, a 
responsibility shared with the University of Chicago since 2007 through the Fermi Research Alliance, LLC 
(FRA). URA is a member of the Honeywell-led team National Technology and Engineering Solutions of 
Sandia (NTESS) for management and operation of Sandia National Laboratories (SNL). URA also receives 
funding from the National Science Foundation (NSF) for U.S. participation in the 17-country Pierre Auger 
Cosmic Ray Observatory in Argentina. 

Reporting to the Board of Trustees, the executive director/chief operating officer (ED/COO) is the 
management executive and scientific leader of URA. The ED/COO is responsible for the scientific vision, 
direction, productivity, innovation and overall excellence of URA programs and partnerships, including 
the formulation and implementation of strategic plans, budgets and priorities of the association. They 
will lead a talented team of professionals dedicated and committed to the mission of URA. The 
ED/COO fosters interaction and collaboration between URA, FRA, SNL, its member universities and 
government agencies, with strong ties to the Department of Energy (DOE). In addition, the ED/COO 
represents URA in a number of forums, including with government agencies, URA member and non-
member institutions and the scientific community at large.  

Candidates should have a record of accomplishment and recognized stature in science, technology or 
engineering, a demonstrated ability and experience in a senior-level management position within 
academia, a national lab or a corporate or government environment and a familiarity with organizations 
that fund research nationally and internationally. The URA Trustees seek an innovative leader who 
possesses a record of advancing scientific and technological initiatives, research and education. They 
should have a track record of successful leadership of a sophisticated and complex organization and 
possess both the interpersonal and managerial skills necessary to operate an effective enterprise. A Ph.D. 
or equivalent degree is preferred. The executive director/chief operating officer will have a strong 
commitment to increasing diversity and inclusion and will have demonstrated the highest level of integrity 
and ethical standards. 

For information on how to be considered or to submit nominations, please refer to the section, "Procedure 
for Candidacy" on page 9.  

https://www.ura-hq.org/
https://www.ura-hq.org/programs/fermilab/
http://www.fra-hq.org/
https://www.sandia.gov/about/ntess.html
https://www.sandia.gov/about/ntess.html
https://www.sandia.gov/
https://www.ura-hq.org/programs/pierre-auger-observatory/
https://www.ura-hq.org/programs/pierre-auger-observatory/
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Role of the Executive Director/Chief Operating Officer 

The URA executive director/chief operating officer is responsible for the overall success, strategic direction 
and operational excellence of URA and its partnerships across the nation and internationally. Reporting to 
the Board of Trustees, the ED/COO provides leadership in the strategic planning, governance and 
administration of the organization and corporate relations with the federal government, industry and the 
general public. A major responsibility of the executive director is, in collaboration with FRA and SNL, to 
build and maintain strategic partnerships with the DOE, other key funding agencies and the 90 academic 
members of URA. 

URA's FY21 operating budget is between $4 and $5 million and their endowment is approaching $15 
million. The executive director's management team consists of four other members including general 
counsel, chief financial officer/treasurer, deputy executive director/secretary and the director of the URA 
Sandia site office.   

An organizational chart can be found in Appendix 1.  

Responsibilities include: 

▪ Provide scientific leadership and direction for the success of URA. Develop and implement strategic 
vision for the organization. 
 

▪ Oversee a sound management structure, utilizing documented procedures and practices to ensure 
that URA programs achieve effective performance-based management. 
 

▪ Establish and maintain an effective system of communication, consultation and coordination with FRA 
and SNL, the University of Chicago as well as with government agencies on operational matters 
related to scientific programs, facilities, budgets and administration. 
 

▪ Serve as the final spokesperson on all URA matters and as the senior URA liaison to the DOE. 
 

▪ Share a deep commitment to diversity and inclusion of all staff, stakeholders and partners.  
 

▪ Foster high quality programs through collaboration with inclusion of the university communities and 
other stakeholders, as appropriate. 
 

▪ Lead the URA management team, collaboratively formulating institutional programs, practices and 
priorities that ensure the integrity of URA science and its role in the science community; prioritizes 
scientific initiatives within URA. 
 

https://www.ura-hq.org/about-ura/governance/
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Opportunities and Expectations for Leadership 

The next executive director and chief operating officer (ED/COO) will join a thriving organization and play 
an important role in its future development. Below are several areas where this individual will be 
expected to contribute to the future success of Universities Research Association, Inc.: 

Lead visioning and planning activities 

URA has developed into a distinctive nonprofit organization and university association with both 
significant responsibility and unusual reach within higher education and national laboratories. They have 
benefited greatly from building and sustaining credibility, resources and stability since the establishment 
of the association more than 55 years ago. While URA has had numerous successes in recent years, the 
next ED/COO will convene thoughtful conversations around what additional opportunities may exist for 
URA in the future. A central element to this will be considering how the organization approaches its 
mission moving forward, how URA diversifies its revenue streams and how the association thinks about 
its evolving value proposition to key stakeholders. The next ED/COO will work with the community to 
develop a shared vision and strategic plan to assist in making calculated risks and to guide their activities 
into the future with the goal of advancing a contemporary and innovative organization.  

Increase resources and diversify revenue streams 

URA has a long record of prudent financial 
management decisions, which has presented 
them with a strong and solvent position 
enabling and contributing to growth in recent 
years. The next ED/COO will be responsible 
for building on this foundation and leveraging 
URA's resources to support its future 
ambitions. This will include pursuing additional 
business opportunities within the services URA 
currently provides as well as exploring other 
services that may add value to the 
organizations URA serves. To this end, the 
next ED/COO will be experienced at 
diversifying the revenue streams of an 
organization. This person will also embody 
creativity, a strong business acumen and an 
active entrepreneurial spirit in the pursuit of 
advancing the organization. In order to 
increase resources and diversify revenue 
streams, the next ED/COO will understand the 
importance of and be adept at communicating 
the organization's mission clearly and effectively  
to key stakeholders.  
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Support organizational growth and excellence 

As URA's resources grow and their business model further advances, the needs for supporting growth in 
the organization rise as well. This will include but not be limited to growing and developing both the URA 
team and its infrastructure, in a continuing effort to meet present and future needs in fulfilling their 
mission. The next ED/COO will be inheriting a management team and staff with tremendous strengths 
and URA is seeking a leader to help them build upon this excellence. This will be especially valuable as 
the organization sustains current contacts (which may include a possible re-competition for the Fermilab 
contract) as well as exploring future opportunities. As a result, the next ED/COO will be an exceptional 
personnel manager who is adept at recruiting and retaining excellent and high-functioning leaders and 
one that understands excellence in the areas in which URA serves.  

Expand URA's reach and partnerships to advance science 

URA is well positioned to expand the organization's reach and external partnerships. In light of the 
significant potential URA has in working with key stakeholders, there are a number of opportunities for 
URA to foster relationships and partnerships and convene important conversations to advance science 
and address key challenges. The association has a unique position in contributing to these efforts given 
their work at the intersection of research universities, national laboratories and the federal government. 
This access along with the organization's experience and resources presents URA with the capacity to 
contribute constructively to the future needs of the scientific community. The next ED/COO will be skilled 
at recognizing and leveraging these opportunities and will provide intentional leadership and a 
demonstrated commitment to understanding challenges and obstacles in the sciences, while also working 
toward and promoting solutions broadly. The ED/COO will create the organizational capacity to sustain 
current organizational commitments while thoroughly and strategically examining opportunities to 
maximize URA's impact regionally, nationally and internationally.  
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Professional Qualifications and Personal Qualities 

URA is seeking a strong and collaborative leader with experience managing a complex science and 
research organization. The ideal executive director/chief operating officer will hold many of the following 
qualifications and qualities: 

  
▪ Academic: An advanced terminal degree in the sciences is preferred. Given exceptional experience 

and accomplishments, the search committee will consider candidates without a terminal degree.  
 

▪ Experience: A minimum of ten years of high-level executive experience in science policy and 
management, including contract management, particularly within the federal context. The ED/COO 
must be familiar with the university environment, with academic programs and activities in science 
and engineering research and education and in working with or in DOE national laboratories and with 
federal science agencies. The ED/COO must have the ability to obtain and maintain a DOE Q 
clearance. 
 

▪ Leadership: A history of progressive leadership and administrative, personnel and financial 
management experience. The ability to recognize and develop talent and to support a diverse work 
force. A leader with strategic and organizational agility that handles ambiguity well.  
 

▪ Science policy: An understanding of current and possible future federal science policy, trends and 
developments relevant to research, higher education and national laboratories. An understanding of 
the federal infrastructure and ability to develop strong working relationships and networks. 
 

▪ Stakeholder collaboration: Demonstrated ability to work effectively internally and externally with 
multiple stakeholder groups. The ability to cultivate, recruit, engage and foster productive 
relationships with a highly accomplished board.  
 

▪ Innovation: Adept at encouraging, catalyzing and bringing creative ideas of others to fruition. Prudent 
judgment about new ideas and suggestions that have potential for advancement.  
 

▪ Diversity and Inclusion: A demonstrated commitment to and track record of promoting and 
supporting the careers of staff and scientists from underrepresented populations and creating an 
equitable and inclusive environment.  
 

▪ Communication: An excellent and compelling communicator. Ability to advocate for programs, plans, 
activities and accomplishments with diverse audiences, including the scientific community, 
government agencies, the U.S. Congress, the public and private sectors and international 
organizations.  
 

▪ Resources: A record of diversifying revenue streams. The ideal candidate will have direct experience 
in building long-term relationships with various partners and will build these relationships throughout 
URA's next growth period.  
 

▪ Integrity: A leader with the highest level of ethics and integrity. 
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▪ Interpersonal skills: High-energy, enthusiasm, empathy, humility, collegial, service-oriented and a
self-less "organization first" attitude.

About Universities Research Association, Inc. 

Overview 

Universities Research Association, Inc. (URA), is a consortium of more than 90 leading research-oriented 
universities, primarily in the United States and also in Italy, Japan and the United Kingdom.  

The not-for-profit 501(c)(3) URA Corporation was founded in 1965 at the behest of President Lyndon B. 
Johnson's Science and Advisory Committee and the National Academy of Sciences for management and 
operation of research facilities in the national interest. URA's charter directs the organization "…to 
acquire, plan, construct and operate machines, laboratories and other facilities, under contract with the 
Government of the United States or otherwise, for research, development and education in the physical 
and biological sciences…and to educate and train technical, research and student personnel in said 
sciences."  

Mission 

The mission of the URA is to establish and operate in the national interest unique laboratories and 
facilities for research, development and education in the physical and biological sciences to expand the 
frontiers of knowledge, foster innovation and promote the education of future generations of scientists. 

Governance 

The corporation acts under the authority of its governing body, the Council of Presidents of its member 
universities. The management of corporate affairs is delegated to the Board of Trustees and the Officers 
of the corporation. The Washington, DC headquarters office coordinates the activities of the Council and is 
responsible for oversight and governance of URA’s enterprises and for corporate relations with the federal 
government, industry and academe. 

The Fermi National Accelerator Lab 

From 1967 to 2006, URA was the prime contractor to the Department of Energy for the creation and 
operation of Fermi National Accelerator Laboratory near Batavia, Illinois. In 2007, URA partnered with the 
University of Chicago to form Fermi Research Alliance, LLC, which now holds the Fermilab contract. 
Fermilab is a Federally Funded Research and Development Center (FFRDC). 

Fermilab was home to the Tevatron which, from 1983 until the initiation of the Large Hadron Collider 
(LHC) at the CERN facility outside of Geneva, Switzerland, was the world’s highest-energy accelerator 
for elementary particle physics research. Fermilab was a full partner in the construction of the LHC, which 
in 2012 announced the discovery of the long-sought Higgs Boson, hinted at in final Tevatron data. Today 
the LHC Remote Operations Center at Fermilab keeps US scientists and technicians closely connected to 
activities at the LHC and Fermilab continues to participate in the upgrade of the LHC’s capabilities. 

https://www.ura-hq.org/members/member-universities/
https://www.ura-hq.org/members/member-universities/
https://www.ura-hq.org/about-ura/governance/
https://www.ura-hq.org/about-ura/governance/
https://www.ura-hq.org/programs/fermilab/
http://www.fra-hq.org/
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Since the shutdown of the Tevatron in 2011, experiments using particle beams produced in Fermilab’s 
accelerators continue to explore the fundamental nature of matter, energy, space and time and their 
relationships in the physical universe. 

Fermilab’s strategic vision going forward is establishing itself as the world center for neutrino research 
with the Long Baseline Neutrino Facility, located at Fermilab and at the Sanford Underground Research 
Laboratory in Lead, South Dakota, serving as the first major US-hosted international facility of its kind, 
under the aegis of an international collaboration. 

Fermilab also remains the premier facility for accelerator research and development, as well as a major 
center for research in particle astrophysics and related astronomical sciences, having played lead roles in 
the Sloan Digital Sky Survey, the Pierre Auger Cosmic Ray Observatory Project, the Cryogenic Dark 
Matter Search at the Soudan Underground Laboratory in Minnesota and the more recent Dark Energy 
Survey in Chile. 

Sandia National Laboratories 

For more than 70 years, Sandia has delivered essential science and technology to resolve the nation's 
most challenging security issues. 

Sandia National Laboratories is operated and managed by National Technology and Engineering Solutions 
of Sandia, LLC., a wholly owned subsidiary of Honeywell International, Inc. National Technology and 
Engineering Solutions of Sandia operates Sandia National Laboratories as a contractor for the U.S. 
Department of Energy’s National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) and supports numerous federal, 
state and local government agencies, companies and organizations. 

As a Federally Funded Research and Development Center (FFRDC), Sandia may perform work for 
industry responding to certain types of federal government solicitations. The solicitation must allow 
FFRDC participation and meet the requirements of Sandia's management and operating contract with DOE/
NNSA. 

A strong science, technology and engineering foundation enables Sandia's mission through a capable 
research staff working at the forefront of innovation, collaborative research with universities and 
companies and discretionary research projects with significant potential impact. 

Pierre Auger Cosmic Ray Observatory 

On behalf of the U.S. participants in a collaboration of scientists from some 17 countries, in 1999 URA 
received funding from the Department of Energy and the National Science Foundation for the U.S. share 
of the $50 million Southern Hemisphere Array of the Pierre Auger Cosmic Ray Observatory in Argentina. 
Initiated under the leadership in the U.S. of Nobel Laureate James Cronin, the Auger Observatory has 
probed the mysterious origins and nature of cosmic rays in an energy regime a million times greater than 
any accelerator has produced to date. In 2009 Science Magazine singled out Pierre Auger’s correlation of 
the arrival directions of the highest-energy cosmic rays with nearby galaxies containing active black 
holes at their centers as one of the most important scientific breakthroughs of the year. 

https://www.sandia.gov/about/70-ways/
https://www.sandia.gov/about/history/goco.html
https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/ffrdclist/
https://www.ura-hq.org/programs/pierre-auger-observatory/
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Leadership 

Dr. Eric Barron, Chair of the Board  
President, The Pennsylvania State University  
 
Dr. Eric Barron is the 18th president of the Pennsylvania State University and 
Chair of the URA Board of Trustees. Previously he served as the 
14th president of Florida State University and director of the National Center 
for Atmospheric Research (NCAR) in Boulder, Colorado. 

Prior to these positions, Dr. Barron was a faculty member and became dean 
of the College of Earth and Mineral Sciences at the Pennsylvania State 
University, from 1986 to 2006. He also served as dean of the Jackson School 

of Geosciences at the University of Texas at Austin before becoming NCAR director in 2008. 

Barron is a fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science and has served as chair of 
numerous National Science Foundation, NASA and United States National Research Council (NRC) 
committees and panels, including the NRC climate research committee, the NRC board on atmospheric 
sciences and climate and NASA’s earth observing system science executive committee. 

Dr. Barron holds a Bachelor of Science in geology from Florida State University and two postgraduate 
degrees in oceanography, a Master of Science and a PhD, both from the University of Miami. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NASA
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Procedure for Candidacy 

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 in this profile. 

WittKieffer is assisting the Universities Research Association, Inc. in this search. For fullest consideration, 
candidate materials should be received by April 16, 2021. 

Application materials should be submitted using WittKieffer’s candidate portal. 

Nominations and inquiries can be directed to: 

Suzanne Teer, Robert Luke and Jessica Herrington 
URAExecutiveDirector@wittkieffer.com  

URA is an Equal Opportunity Employer. All qualified applicants will receive consideration for employment 
without regard to race, color, religion, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, national origin, age, disability, 

or veteran status and any other protected class under applicable State or federal law. 

https://candidateportal.wittkieffer.com/description?jobID=22072
mailto:URAExecutiveDirector@wittkieffer.com
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