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Times have changed  since David Davidson started in food service in 1982, managing 
a Somerville McDonald’s. Food ethics have become a cultural flashpoint, making his role 
more complex and more central to Harvard’s perceived values. His team at Harvard 
University Dining Services (HUDS), where he is managing director, works to make 
meals more “plant-forward”: “Now, I wouldn’t characterize myself as a vegetarian. Tofu—
I could take it or leave it. But last week I had a tofu burger, and I was like, ‘Wow!’” he 
enthuses. “We’re slowly going to change people’s minds about what they should be 
eating. We’re meeting with the Lentil Board [Saskatchewan Pulse Growers] to learn 
about different ways to use lentils.” At the same time: “We are not the food police! Our 
job is to provide options. The football players come in and get their 12 chicken breasts.” 
Raised on the North Shore (his parents worked alternating shifts at General Electric), 
Davidson started at HUDS in 1991, as manager of the Dudley House Café. After stints 
at Yale, the Back Bay Restaurant Group, and Phillips Exeter, he missed Harvard. Exeter 
was small: “We were feeding 600 or 700 kids.” In 2007, he returned to HUDS, where 
he oversees 650 staff members who deliver 27,000 meals per day—and is looking to 
expand. He’s bidding on the cafés at Harvard Medical School, currently run by an 
outside contractor. “Our entry-level dishwashers start at $21.89 an hour—I’m very 
proud of that. But we’re competing with very low labor costs in the service industry,” 
he says. How does he convince clients to choose HUDS? “I’m exceptionally good at 
developing relationships. I always say, ‘You’re Harvard, I’m Harvard, and we’re going 
to do everything possible to achieve your mission.’”  vmarina bolotnikova
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in sight)—an increasingly urgent concern for 
Faust and peer institutions’ leaders through-
out this academic year. Referring to his own 
life circumstances (his father came to the 
United States to escape pogroms in Eastern 
Europe, his mother arrived as a refugee on a 
Liberty ship—the only member of her fam-
ily to survive Auschwitz), he said, “I would 
not be standing before you today, literally, 
if this country turned its back on refugees.” 

An experienced hand. Beyond his understand-
ing of Harvard’s priorities and alignment with 
its trajectory, Bacow brings to the presidency 
broad experience in university management 
and leadership. Based on his record, he has 
very much walked the walk. During his de-
cade at Tufts, where he had far fewer resourc-
es to work with—the endowment now is $1.8 
billion, one-twentieth Harvard’s (of course, the 
institutions differ significantly)—he champi-
oned need-based financial aid; directed new 
resources to the aid budget, replacing loans 
with grants for low-income undergraduates; 
realized a significant increase in sponsored 
research; managed the relationship with the 
university medical center; and conducted a 
record capital campaign.

As Tufts president, Bacow was a higher-
education leader, building a coalition fo-
cused on colleges’ and universities’ civic 
role and social responsibilities. He was chair 
of the council of presidents of the Associa-
tion of Governing Boards of Universities and 
Colleges, chair of the executive committee 
of the Association of Independent Colleg-
es and Universities in Massachusetts, and a 
member of the executive committee of the 
American Council of Education’s board of 
directors. He has also served as a member 
of the American Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences’ Lincoln Project, which made the case 
for strengthening public research universi-
ties, whose finances were punished as state 
governments slashed support in the wake of 
the financial crisis and recession that began 
in 2008. These ties throughout academe may 
prove potent at the present moment (see 
“The Challenging Context,” below).

Following news of his Harvard selection, 
the comments about Bacow from through-
out higher education bordered on the eu-
phoric. The following, from Overseer John 
Silvanus Wilson Jr., M.T.S. ’81, Ed.M. ’82, 
Ed.D. ’85, former president of Morehouse 
College, is representative: “Since meet-
ing and befriending Larry Bacow over 25 
years ago at MIT, I have had the privilege 
of working with one of the most effective 
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