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Balanced Budget,  
Benefits Battle
Following two years of modest deficits, 
Harvard closed its books on fiscal year 2014, 
which ended last June 30, some $2.7 million 
in the black: operating revenue increased 
4.8 percent to $4.409 billion and operating 
expenses rose 3.9 percent to $4.406 billion. In 
fiscal 2013, the University was $33.7 million 
in the red. This improvement, disclosed on 
November 7 in the annual financial report, 
is in fact understated because it includes a 
one-time expense of nearly $46 million re-
lated to accounting for pension obligations; 
excluding that charge, the operating surplus 
was about $49 million—a goodly gain.

The report contains interesting details 
concerning growth in tuition revenue and 
employee-benefit costs (discussed below). 
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his building a “lantern” (see “Unleashing 
Harvard’s Art Museums,” November-De-
cember 2014, page 18). By coincidence, ar-
chitect and W.E.B. Du Bois medalist David 
Adjaye used the same term to describe his 
vision of the new addition to Harvard’s 
Hutchins Center for African and Afri-
can American Research. But the Cooper 
Gallery shines very differently. Amid the 
dense red brick of its neighbors on Mount 
Auburn Street, its wood paneling seems to 
glow at night. Visitors get their first look 
into the building through slices of glass, 
between tall cedar slats. Adjaye built the 

gallery’s façade to resemble a for-
est; its doors, also glass, form a 
clearing that welcomes people in.

“Wood and water are the criti-
cal materials of the Middle Pas-
sage story,” the architect said at a 
panel discussion in late October. 
They are, he added, “totemic” of 
the history between Africa and 
America. When considering how 
best to add to what he called the 
“perfect urban set piece” of Har-
vard, Adjaye resolved to build a fa-
çade that expressed a civic spirit. 
He wanted something visibly dis-
tinct and slightly removed from its 
neighbors’ commercial traffic—
nothing that resembled a “lobby 
for an office building.”

Hutchins Center founding di-
rector and Fletcher University 
Professor Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
told the audience the gallery’s 
creation story, one that harkened 
back to the night he first showed 
donor Ethelbert Cooper the place 
that could bear his name, when 
they peered through the darkened 
windows in an icy December rain. 

Less than five years later, with the Cooper 
Gallery debuting with its first exhibit, 
Luminós/C/ity.Ordinary Joy, Gates asked, “I 
mean, who says that there aren’t miracles, 
right?”

For gallery director Vera Ingrid Grant 
and her staff, the story has just begun: 
“We are still grappling with how the space 
can receive art,” she says. “This will be a 
test year for us.”

For Luminós/C/ity.Ordinary Joy, co-curators 
Adjaye, Grant, and Mariane Ibrahim-Len-
hardt chose 98 works by 21 artists to ex-
plore life in urban Africa. Few of the works 
were put under glass, and the labeling was 
kept minimal, to foster freer encounters 
with the art. “People bring their own intel-
ligence to visual culture,” explains Grant. 

“Having screens and veils and filters on the 
art is something we wanted to dispense 
with. We have no acrylic barriers, so why 
have textual ones?”

The exhibit, which includes sculpture, 
video performance, painting, and paper 
architectural models, is designed to be 
experienced twice. After reaching the 
last work—an eight-foot wood-and-rope 
bicycle—visitors must double back on 
their initial path to exit, and encounter 
the pieces from new angles. As the cura-
tors arranged groups of artworks in each 
of the gallery’s eight spaces, which they 
nicknamed “neighborhoods,” they imag-
ined the pieces speaking to each other; this 
floor plan ensures that no one artist gets 
the last word. A linear experience would 
seem like a lecture. This circular path cre-
ates an ongoing conversation, alive with 
echoes and unexpected contradictions—a 
playful cacophony.

Luminós/C/ity.Ordinary Joy will be on view 
until January 8. (A full exhibition catalog 
is available either at the gallery or online, 
as of January, from Harvard University 
Press.) In the spring, the Cooper Gallery 
will feature a traveling exhibit, Drapeto-
manía. Curated by Bliss professor of Latin 
American history and economics Alejan-
dro de la Fuente, it pays tribute to the art-
ists of a little-known movement in 1980s 
Cuba, whose work championed the cen-
trality of Africa in Cuban culture.

!sophia nguyen

Above, a Mercedes-shaped “fantasy 
coffin” by Samuel Kane Kwei reveals its 
blue fabric interior. Below, a visitor studies 
Digital Man, by Abu Bakarr Mansaray.
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H A R V A R D  P O R T R A I T

Peter Suber’s life   bridges multiple places, passions, and positions. He has cycled 
across America, scooted around Sweden on a Vespa, and voyaged to Antarctica with 
a boatful of polar biologists who were conducting a penguin census. Now, he juggles 
a family life in Maine and a professional calling in Cambridge. At Harvard, he serves 
simultaneously as director of the Office for Scholarly Communication (an arm of the 
library system) and director of Harvard’s Open Access Project (sponsored by the 
Berkman Center for Internet & Society). Both offices advance the cause of open ac-
cess, a movement to provide scholarly work to the Internet-going public free of charge. 
Suber’s interest in open access ignited when, in the early days of the Internet, he began 
republishing his own scholarly work in philosophy on his personal website. The reac-
tion surprised and invigorated him: his experiment of freely sharing his work online 
gained more readers, and more engagement, than his official publications did. “What 
started as a geeky excuse to play with HTML,” he says, “turned into the realization that 
the Web was a serious medium for scholarship.” Ever since, he has worked to fix an 
academic-publishing environment he believes is broken: that doesn’t reach the reader-
ship it should, or could, because it erects, maintains, and jealously polices barriers to 
scholarly information (see page 56). The journey has led to his recent full-time, double-
duty appointment. In his office, a particularly important photograph hangs on the wall. 
One of his daughters took it for a photography-class assignment about “Objects of 
Desire.” It depicts books. Some are closed, and some, much to Suber’s delight, lie open.

Pe t e r  S u b e r

The broader picture was sketched by a 
new senior financial team of executive vice 
president Katie Lapp and University trea-
surer Paul J. Finnegan, who wrote in their 
overview letter that just as the prior defi-
cit “was not a cause for undue alarm, so is 
this year’s surplus not cause for excessive 
optimism.” They foresaw “ongoing foun-
dational financial pressures.”

Revenue. Gifts for current use, spurred 
by the capital campaign as expected, in-
creased $80.6 million (24 percent), to $419.2 
million. Less expected was the second 
engine of growth: tuition and other income 
derived from students was up sharply, rising 
nearly $60 million (to $877.6 million)—6.6 
percent. The report highlights continuing 
and executive education, up a robust 10.6 
percent. Undergraduate revenue rose 4.9 
percent, and graduate and professional 
degree programs yielded 5.1 percent more 
revenue. More interesting is the net figure, 
with tuition and fee revenue after financial-
aid awards up 7.3 percent in the aggregate. 
Scholarship awards applied against tuition 
and term bills increased just 3.7 percent, 
meaning that more of nominal tuition re-
mained in the University’s accounts. Even 
as the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) 
and other schools seek endowment sup-
port for aid, if the growth of scholarships 
and fellowships levels out (after rising 
sharply for many years), deans’ financial 
flexibility will increase considerably. The 
endowment distribution, the largest source 
of revenue, rose $40 million (2.7 percent), 
reflecting prior years’ modest endowment 
returns.

Offsetting these gains in part was a 
decline in funding for sponsored research—
down $13 million (about 2 percent) to 
$819.2 million; this category, long Harvard’s 
second-largest source of revenue, after the 
endowment distribution, was eclipsed 
this year by tuition and related student 
income. As federal funding declines and 
foundation and corporate sponsorship ris-
es (a fundamental fact for Harvard Medi-
cal School’s capital campaign; see page 
26), the University recovers less “indirect” 
support for buildings, libraries, and other 
overhead, posing worrisome problems of 
how to pay for the surrounding, expensive 
University infrastructure.

Expenses. Salaries and wages rose 6 per-
cent. Employee benefits, including the non-
recurring pension charge, rose about 5 
percent—but otherwise decreased about 
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4.5 percent (as changes in retiree health 
coverage took effect, among other factors). 
Together, salaries/wages and employee 
benefits made up 49 percent of Harvard’s 
fiscal 2014 expenses, and accounted for 
about two-thirds of the $167-million in-
crease in expenses overall. The catch-all 
“other” expenses rose by nearly $44 million. 
Nowhere does it say so, but costs associat-
ed with the capital campaign (University 
and school launch events, extensive travel 
to alumni functions around the world, and 
collateral materials) certainly affect ex-
penses, too.

Capital spending. The University 
is helping to keep local construction 
workers fully employed. Capital spend-
ing was $465 million, up about 15 per-
cent from fiscal 2013. Notable projects 
include the Harvard Art Museums (re-
opened in November); Harvard Business 
School’s Tata Hall, for executive educa-
tion; and the continuing undergraduate 
House renewal.

The report noted, intriguingly, that 
Harvard “engaged in no new debt issu-
ance over the past fiscal year, and is cur-
rently limiting the use of new debt in or-
der to allow for future flexibility in the 
financing of major initiatives.” During 
fiscal 2014, interest costs declined, as Har-
vard benefited from prior restructuring 
of some debt obligations, and main-
tained borrowings at about $5.6 billion. 
Fundraisers would be loath to show their 
hand as they seek support for House re-
newal and the new School of Engineering 
and Applied Sciences complex planned for 
Allston (in the aggregate, hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars are being sought). But it is 
certainly conceivable that the University 
will tap the capital markets to complete 
such huge projects.

An evolving business model. Lapp and 
Finnegan put the year in the context of the 
capital campaign, and no wonder. Beyond 
the leap in current-use gifts, the report de-
tails $513 million in endowment gifts (up 
130 percent from the prior year); and an 
increase of more than one-third of a billion 
dollars (to $1.59 billion) in pledges for fu-
ture gifts.

More broadly, they pointed to the cam-
paign’s role in yielding “fundamental im-
provements in the University’s finances 
and financial prospects.” (Such gains are 
especially pressing for FAS and the medi-
cal school: both are incurring substantial 

deficits.) In addressing those “foundation-
al financial pressures,” they outlined an 
evolution in Harvard’s business model. It 
would be better insulated from “continued 
volatility in capital markets”; less reliant 
on federal support, given the darkening 
prospects there; and better prepared to 
cope with “increasing pressure on grant 
aid expenditures”—given families’ eco-
nomic circumstances.

That suggests continued reliance on 
boosting philanthropic support, during 

and between capital campaigns; “mean-
ingful growth in continuing and execu-
tive education” (including finding ways to 
monetize investments in online education 
through HarvardX, the business school’s 
HBX, at the Extension and medical 
schools, and elsewhere); and further “en-
couraging growth in corporate-sponsored 
research,” of “particular importance” given 
the problems in the public sector.

The annual report and business model 
are covered further at harvardmag.com/
financial-15.

While University leaders pursue such lon-
ger-range financial matters from an institu-
tional perspective, Harvard’s fiscal future hit 
home in a more personal way on campus. As 
reported (“Frenetic Fall,” November-Decem-
ber 2014, page 24), faculty and nonunionized 
staff members learned in early September 
that their health-insurance coverage for 2015 
would include coinsurance and deductible 
payments for certain medical services of as 

much as $4,500 per family (subject to par-
tial reimbursement to lower-paid workers).

During the October 7 FAS faculty meet-
ing, professor of history Mary Lewis ques-
tioned the new health-benefits design and 
its effect on employees or family members 
suffering from either chronic conditions or 
acute medical problems. “It’s asking those 
most at risk to pay more,” said Lewis, who 
then asked how the changes could be re-
versed. Provost Alan Garber, to whom the 
University Benefits Committee (UBC) 

reports, responded at length to defend 
the changes as economically necessary. 
(That exchange, and the subsequent 
developments described below, are re-
ported in full at harvardmag.com/fac-
ultyhealth-15.)

At the November 4 meeting, Lewis 
advanced this resolution for faculty de-
bate: “That for 2015 the President and 
Fellows be asked to replace the cur-
rently proposed health care benefit plan 
with an appropriately adjusted ver-
sion of the 2014 health benefit pack-
age, maintaining the 2014 plan design.” 
Further arguments presented by Garber 
and two members of the UBC (both 
policy scholars from the medical school) 
were overwhelmed by a tide of passion-
ate, and even angry, opposition by other 
professors—among them such influen-
tial speakers as Wells professor of po-
litical economy Jerry R. Green, a former 

provost who had opposed certain propos-
als to change benefits in 1994, and Enders 
University Professor Marc Kirschner, chair 
of the systems biology department at the 
medical school, who spoke with feeling 
about the financial plight of postdoctoral 
fellows in many Harvard laboratories, 
“whose take-home pay is less than about 
$3,000 per month.”

Lewis perhaps articulated the underly-
ing faculty sentiment when she said:

Is Harvard a business that trans-
fers costs to its employees, reducing 
its expenses by shifting the burden 
to people coping with serious ill-
ness? Or is Harvard a community 
where we equitably share the risks 
that we all face as human beings and 
where health care is a human right?

If Harvard were just a business, 
it would not offer such generous fi-
nancial aid to middle class students 
and their families. Indeed, Harvard 
always has been more than a busi-
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ness. Let us keep it 
that way.

After extended de-
bate, the faculty mem-
bers present voted 
unanimously in sup-
port of Lewis’s motion. 
There was no practical 
way for the resolution 
to make a difference: 
the faculty and non-
unionized staff do not 
negotiate their benefits, 
and the annual employee benefit-plan en-
rollment period began the next day.

But the calculus had apparently changed, 
nonetheless. Data provided by a UBC mem-
ber at the faculty meeting made it possible 
to calculate how much Harvard has been 
spending on health benefits. The annual 
financial report, released three days later, 
was accompanied by comments that made 
it possible to calculate such spending per 
capita, accounting roughly for continued 
growth in the University’s workforce. That 
math revealed that spending on health ben-
efits rose about 2.5 percent per capita in fis-

cal 2014: not nothing, 
but significantly less 
than aggregate figures, 
and those for prior peri-
ods, had indicated.

On November 13, 
President Faust took 
communication with 
faculty members on the 
benefits changes di-
rectly in hand. In a long 
message to FAS mem-
bers, she reiterated that 

the 2015 plan would go into effect. But she 
also announced a supplementary fund to 
limit out-of-pocket costs 
(exclusive of premiums) 
to 3 percent of full-time-
equivalent salary during 
the year. She directed the 
provost and UBC to re-
examine plan designs for 
2016, exploring the pos-
sibilities of relying less on 
coinsurance and deduct-
ibles and more on higher 
premiums or narrower 

medical-provider networks. She further 
charged the UBC with monitoring the con-
sequences of the 2015 design, focusing on 
the cost of care and use of medical services. 
And she set in place greater outreach from 
the UBC to the community at large.

Whether those actions result in differ-
ent benefits packages for 2016—or longer-
term changes such as much more aggres-
sive promotion of wellness plans or other 
ideas—remains to be seen. In the interim, 
against the backdrop of demonstrably suc-
cessful fundraising for The Harvard Cam-
paign, the president’s intervention and the 
commitment to more extensive communi-

cation might bridge the 
gap between abstract 
University financial re-
ports and faculty and 
staff members’ imme-
diate pocketbook con-
cerns. See harvardmag.
com/benefits-15 for a 
full report on the presi-
dent’s message and fur-
ther benefits-related 
developments.
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