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The summer day was spoiled with fi tful storm;

  At night the wind died and the soft rain dropped;

With lulling murmur, and the air was warm,

  And all the tumult and the trouble stopped.

—CELIA THAXTER (1835–1894)

THE NESTLING SWALLOWS
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In the midst of this sublime and terrible storm... 

Dame Partington, who lived upon the beach, 

was seen at the door of her house with mop and pattens, 

trundling her mop, squeezing out the sea-water, 

 and vigorously pushing away the Atlantic Ocean. 

The Atlantic was roused; Mrs. Partington’s spirit was up. 

But I need not tell you that the contest was unequal; 

the Atlantic Ocean beat Mrs. Partington.

—SYDNEY SMITH (1771–1845), ENGLISH AUTHOR 

AND CLERGYMAN, SPEECH AT TAUNTON, 1813



From the Editor

There were many Dame Partingtons along the Gulf Coast this year. Dames 
Katrina, Rita, Wilma and others made their appearances as well, and indeed 
the contest was unequal—several of our fi nest URMIA member institutions 
found that the Atlantic could not be pushed away or mopped up very easily. We 
empathize with Loyola University of New Orleans, the Mississippi Institutions 
of Higher Learning, Tulane University, the University of South Alabama, and 
other schools great and small who were affected by unwelcome storms this year. 
Hopefully you yourself took the opportunity to share some of your resources with 
a beaten Mrs. Partington somewhere...

Hurricane recovery is in full swing, with many and varied tasks to accomplish. 
I’m not sure what size mops our schools are using by now—and I’m not sure I 
even know what “pattens” are. But hurricanes are not the only risks that need 
cleaning up. We hope the variety of articles in this issue of the URMIA Journal 
will assist you, either now or later, in one type of cleanup job or other. Thanks to 
the generosity of our contributors and our authors, who shared their resources 
with us, you hold in your hand this year’s set of shiny new cleanup tools. Enjoy—
and don’t throw your back out!

I too am doing a bit of mopping up this fall; this looks to be the last URMIA 
Journal I edit. I am turning over this pleasant but exacting task to the capable and 
talented Rebecca Adair of Iowa State University. It has been a pleasure to serve 
URMIA in this editorial capacity for the last few years. I hope you have enjoyed 
the publications even more than I have enjoyed helping to produce them. 
Happy mopping!

Vince Morris
Outgoing URMIA Communications Committee Chair
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It is through Art and through Art only that we can realize 

our perfection; through Art and Art only that we can shield 

ourselves from the sordid perils of actual existence.

—OSCAR WILDE (1854–1900), ART
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John Kleberg and Patrick Maughan, The Ohio State University

From Moran to Heisman: 
University Collections and the Need to “Reduce the Risk”

Abstract:  Many colleges and universities are unaware of the 
value of, and methods of proper care for, articles of fi ne art, maps, 
manuscripts, sports memorabilia, and other special items. But theft 
or careless disposal of such items is a serious concern. A few basic 
policies and precautions can be implemented that preserve and 
protect these rare and valuable items for present enjoyment and 
future posterity.

The 30- by 60-inch oil painting had hung in a promi-
nent spot in an Ohio State University library reading 
room for years without generating much attention. Library 
patrons and staff had admired it, but few, if any, had given 
much thought to its value. So it was quite a surprise when 
an appraiser, hired to look over some of the university’s 
scattered collection, identifi ed it as the work of renowned 
American landscape artist Thomas Moran, and estimated 
its worth at about $3 million!

Such discoveries are not as rare as one might suppose. 
Many institutions, large and small, have little idea of the 
value of some of the artwork and other collectibles that have 
been acquired over the years. For instance, Philadelphia 
public schools offi cials recently inventoried art in the city 
schools and found they had a multi-million dollar treasure 
trove in basements, closets, boiler rooms and hallways.

Criminals are not always as unaware. Libraries, schools 
and other institutions are targets for opportunistic pilferers 
and thieves. It is diffi cult to assess the level of such theft, 
but it is probably higher than most would suspect. A quick 
review of recent news reports reveals thefts of rare fi rst 
editions and sketches from a small Kentucky university, 
artwork stolen from Texas galleries, and missing pages from 
medieval manuscripts at a Midwest university.

Federal law mandates that universities annually report 
crime statistics in a variety of categories. These statistics 
often generate a lot of attention, but they focus almost 
exclusively on crimes of violence. Theft, however, is by 
far a larger problem throughout academic communities, 
accounting for as much as 80% to 95% of the crimes on 
most campuses. Most of the thefts are, of course, of books, 

bicycles, computers and the like, not artwork. However, it is 
reasonable to assume that some portion of the theft involves 
art, collectibles, antiquities and antiques.

Several years ago Ohio State University undertook a 
program to locate, identify, record and secure valuable art 
objects and collectibles that were not included in the cata-
logued collections in its libraries and museums. Many pieces 
of art, rare coins, scientifi c instruments and sports memo-

rabilia, like Heisman 
trophies, had substan-
tial value, yet were not 
properly documented 
or secured. Often they 
were publicly displayed 
for the enjoyment of 
all, yet in a manner that 
risked theft, vandalism 
or accidental damage. 
Like most universities, 
Ohio State did a fi ne 
job of documenting and 
protecting items in its 
museums, archives and 
special library collec-
tions. But, like many 
other universities, Ohio 
State had over time 
accumulated a plethora 
of other valuable and 
uncataloged objects, 

which could be found all over campus. Often those in 
charge of maintaining these items had limited knowledge 
of their value or of the security precautions that should be 
taken to protect them.

The risk assessment program at Ohio State was initi-
ated by security and business and fi nance administrators 
concerned about protecting these institutional assets. The 
program started slowly, with an informational publication 
for academic departments and administrative units. At 

Outdoor art, often part of  new con-

struction, is an attractive addition to 

the campus. It is also a prime target 

for vandalism and even theft. Thieves 

are attracted to all varieties of  outdoor 

sculpture—even cemetery art.
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the same time, security staff began the slow and tedious 
process of ferreting out the existence of valuables. A timely 

illustration of the 
need occurred early 
on, when university 
police stopped a young 
man carrying a framed 
watercolor out of a 
residence hall in the 
early morning hours. 
The hall staff were 
not very concerned, 
opining that the paint-
ing was likely of little 

value. Police were suspicious and held the 
painting until ownership and value could 
be established. The outcome was an esti-
mated value of $5,000 and the discovery 
of 13 similar watercolors in residence hall 
attics and storage spaces.

As the risk assessment program 
continued, similar discoveries were made 
in other campus buildings. Ohio State’s 
experience is not unusual. In many cases, 
these items were originally presented to 
a department, a faculty member, student 
organization, or other entity, without 
being recorded in any central way. Some 
may not have been valuable at the time 
they were acquired, but subsequently be-
came so due to time, circumstances, later 
achievements of the artist, etc. Many older 
public buildings, including some on university campuses, 
contain valuable murals painted by “starving artists” as 
WPA projects during the Depression. Although traditional 
art is what comes to mind fi rst, there are other categories as 
well. For instance, sports memorabilia can command high 
prices on eBay, and the contents of college trophy cases may 
be worth thousands of dollars. Historic documents, rare 
books, antique furniture or science implements, and archeo-
logical fi nds are among the other possibilities.

What can you do? There are six elements to the risk-
reduction program initiated by Ohio State:

1. Create awareness that items may exist
2. Develop a program to identify and document items

3. Secure items of signifi cant worth 
4. Establish the provenance of each item
5. Adjust insurance coverage to refl ect current 

appraisal
6. Establish an institutional collections policy
One way to open the eyes of the campus community 

is to fi nd a few examples to illustrate the point. It is not 
diffi cult to locate these in most academic environments. A 
walk through the library or student union or closer look at 
outdoor sculpture is likely to turn up several things of fi scal 
and historic value. Once department chairs or other offi cials 
are made aware of these examples, they are usually very co-
operative in reporting other items of potential value. Aware-
ness is a double-edged sword, though. Until all valuables 

are documented and secured, it is best to 
keep the communications direct and low-
key and avoid methods that would alert 
thieves to opportunities.

It is important to have a structure in 
place to identify and document items as 
they are brought to attention. At a mini-
mum, you should have a database with 
visuals and digital images, detailed descrip-
tions, locations, and security devices in 
place. You need to be ready to enter items 
in the database as soon as they are located 
and identifi ed. Cataloguing alone will not 
deter theft, but without good records, 
recovery is next to impossible.

Obviously it is important to secure 
valuable items, but the manner of doing so 

can vary widely. 
Some risk is 
inevitable if 
the item is to 
be available for 
public viewing, 
enjoyment or 
education, but 
many steps 
can be taken 
to reduce the 
chances of 
loss. In addition to theft protection, you may need to guard 
against accidental damage, poor environmental conditions, 

Sports memora-

bilia can command 

high prices on 

eBay. The contents 

of college tro-

phy cases may be 

worth thousands 

of dollars.

Glass sculpture by Dale Chihuly. Art 

like this has signifi cant value and is by 

a renowned artist. Displayed in public 

spaces, such objects may be the subject 

of  theft or vandalism.

An historic Moran painting has considerable 

value. In some instances, although unlikely, the 

painting may not even be recorded or insured.



URMIA Journal  2005  9

graffi ti or other vandalism. Use of radio frequency identifi -
cation devices or similar marking is now also available to as-
sist with proof of ownership and recovery. As valuable items 
were located at Ohio State, security administrators enlisted 
the help of university museum staff. Some items were 
moved to better conditions—away from damaging sunlight, 
for instance. Some were 
reframed or re-hung for 
greater stability. Some 
were moved to more ap-
propriate or more secure 
locations. Monitored 
alarms, cameras or 
other security devices 
were installed in several 
instances. 

Provenance—the 
history of ownership—is 
not always easy to 
determine, but it is an 
essential requirement 
in any effort to monitor 
valuables. It is not un-
usual for the means and 
manner of the universi-
ty’s acquisition to be lost 
in time, but every effort 
should be made to fi nd 
out when the item was 
acquired, from whom, whether it was made as a permanent 
gift or a loan, any conditions on resale, etc. This informa-
tion may be relevant if the item is stolen or legal questions 
are raised about ownership.

The institution’s insurance coverage should be routinely 
assessed to be sure that all works of art and collectibles—
not just those in the catalogued collections—are appro-
priately covered. Policies should cover works of art, things 
of historic signifi cance, photographs, textiles, or any other 
valuable in the custody of the institution. Many policies 
might exclude certain perils, such as employee dishonesty 
or damage to extremely fragile items. They may also include 
requirements for environmental controls, security provi-
sions or regular appraisals. Fine Arts Risk Management has 
published an excellent series of three small publications on 
insurance related to special assets (“Collections Insurance 

Basics: Getting Beyond Legalese,” “A Guide to Purchasing 
Insurance,” and “Loan Agreements and Insurance”), which 
are worth review.

Finally, and not least, every university or other institu-
tion needs to have a policy about acquisition, curatorial 
responsibility, items on loan, and similar concerns. At a 
minimum, it should include guidelines for acquiring, by gift 
or purchase, items such as those discussed in this article, 
as well as the policies for accessioning, de-accessioning, 
loans (temporary and permanent), responsibility for care, 
record-keeping, insurance and inventory. In addition, there 
should be an approved display agreement for loaned art to 
be signed by owners and artists who display their work in 
institutional facilities, outlining responsibilities and liabili-
ties of the artist and the institution.

Without protective policies and procedures, much can 
be lost. Often the losses are due to ignorance on the part 
of those who have inherited the responsibility of caring 
for these items. To cite another example from Ohio State, 
a few years ago a well-meaning staff member looking for 
revenue to fund a needed function accepted $50,000 for a 
painting that had been displayed in his building. Shortly 
after, it appeared for resale at $135,000—and was spotted 
by a representative of the person who had donated it to the 
university some years before. The university was obligated 
to buy it back, at a net loss of $85,000—truly an expensive 
lesson in the importance of having clear policies and docu-
mentation and making everyone aware of them.

While campus personnel may not have knowledge of 
the value of some of the items hanging in their hallways 
or stashed in their closets, there are others who do know. 
Those who deal, legitimately or illegitimately, in valuable 
collectibles often know where these treasures can be found. 
It is our responsibility as their curators to assure that these 
items are not neglected and are preserved for the pleasure 
and education of those who attend our institutions for 
many generations to come.

About the Authors
John R. Kleberg retired as Assistant Vice President for 

Business, Finance and Public Safety from The 
Ohio State University, where he also previ-
ously served as Director of Internal Audit. 
He saw law enforcement service as deputy 
chief of Ohio State Police, Chief of Police at 

Historic instruments, collectibles, 

or discipline-specifi c items like this 

antique microscope are plentiful on 

campus. Collectors are also plenti-

ful—and attractive memorabilia 

scarcer. Special protection of  such 

items needs to be reviewed.



10 URMIA Journal  2005   

the University of Illinois, and as a police offi cer at Michigan 
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Fine art is that in which the hand, 

the head and the heart go together.

—JOHN RUSKIN (1819–1900), 

THE TWO PATHS, LECTURE II



It’s one of the tragic ironies of the theater that only one man 

in it can count on steady work—the night watchman.

—TALLULAH BANKHEAD (1902–1968), ACTRESS
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Abstract: A campus that has many evening and weekend classes, 

concert, athletic or theater events would benefi t by establishing a 

highly sophisticated form of “night watchman”—a Weekend/

Evening Administrator Program (WEP), a rotation of trained 

administrators to be on duty during these time periods, particularly 

at the beginnings of semesters. Such additional administrative 

coverage provides better guidance and adminis-

trative service to students, promotes improved 

relationships with Public Safety and faculty, 

provides a deeper bench for emergency response, 

and demonstrates a strong, caring administra-

tive presence on campus.

Brief Overview of Program
In the spring of 2003, Johnson County 
Community College’s Emergency Response 

Planning Team, or C.E.R.P., was given a 
charge by the Executive Vice President to 
design a program to assure an appropriate 
campus administrative presence existed 
after normal business hours. Although 
the campus currently has a program 
called Building Emergency Leaders, or BELs, the Executive 
Vice President specifi cally asked for a program that would 
address evenings and weekends, during which times BELs 
were not on duty. 

Located in Overland Park, a suburb of Kansas City, 
Missouri, Johnson County Community College has more 
than 32,000 students enrolled in credit and continuing 
education classes each semester. There are seventeen major 
buildings on campus, including the Carlsen Center, a com-
prehensive performing and visual arts complex. The campus 
also hosts a variety of civic groups that use its auditoria and 
classrooms for meetings and conferences.

The C.E.R.P. Team leadership, which included the Vice 
President of Student Services and the campus Insurance 
and Risk Manager as well as the Director of College Infor-
mation and Publications, began the process to determine 

how best to meet this charge. To start, other community 
colleges across the country were contacted to see if they had 
programs that addressed the evening and weekend needs of 
their students. The following responses were received.

1. No formal plan/handled by Campus Security.
2. Each administrator/exempt employee 

“volunteers” to work two nights each 
quarter until 8:00 p.m. to share the 
responsibility for night administra-
tion on Monday through Thursday. 
Fridays and weekends are covered by 
our security crew.

3. During the semester, we have a “Dean 
of Darkness” on Monday through 
Thursday when we have evening 
classes. Each associate dean and dean 
(seven of us) take several evenings and 
are on duty until 7:30 p.m. when the 
last classes have convened. 

4. We have evening administrative 
coverage until 8:00 p.m. on Monday 
through Thursday evenings during the

fall, spring and summer semesters. Deans and as-
sistant deans take turns staying until 8:00 p.m. to 
answer student questions or to take care of problems 
that arise. The list of who is available each evening 
is posted so that college staff know who to contact if 
assistance is needed any evening. We do not cur-
rently provide weekend administrative coverage.

5. All critical incidents are managed utilizing the 
incident command system. The four Vice Presidents 
and the Executive Assistant to the President have 
been assigned a specifi c role as part of the Emergency 
Management Team. During the crisis phase of a 
critical incident our Public Safety staff, who have 
been extensively trained in command post operations, 
takes the lead on initial response. Public Safety has a 
24/7 presence on campus.

Tom Clayton, Jonathan Long, and Julie Haas, Johnson County Community College 

The WEA Program: Addressing Weekend and Evening 
Student Services Needs

During the 

semester, a “Dean 

of Darkness” 

serves on Monday 

through Thursday 

when we have 

evening classes.
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7. Evening administrative coverage is rotated during 
the week. No administrative coverage is available on 
weekends. College Safety staff covers weekends and 
utilizes a “call list” to contact various administrators 
at home.

8. We utilize a former-employee retiree for evening 
coverage along with campus security. A “call list” 
is also utilized to contact various members of the 
administration at home.

9. There is minimal administrative presence on campus 
during the evenings and weekends. A senior admin-
istrator is “on call.” There are trained security offi cers 
and supervisors on campus at all times.

10. The Facilities Management Director is responsible 
for evening and weekend coverage. He is supported 
by a 24/7 security company on Friday evening and 
weekends. The Student Development offi ce stays 
open until 9:00 p.m. Mondays through Thursdays.

After extensive research related to models used at other 
campuses, and from consultation with various constituents 
on campus, the Weekend/Evening Administrator, or WEA, 
pilot program was designed and implemented. From August 
11, 2003 to October 10, 2003, a cadre of volunteers repre-
senting administration from Student Services, Administra-
tive Services, Academic Affairs, Instruction and Continu-
ing Education and Community Services was trained and 
scheduled to work either weekday evenings (5:00 p.m.–
10:30 p.m.) or Saturdays (8:00 a.m.–5:00 p.m.). The overall 
process was coordinated by staff in the Offi ce of the Vice 
President of Student Services in consultation with members 
of the C.E.R.P. Team. 

For each WEA shift, the administrator on duty was 
asked to utilize communication equipment (a two-way radio 
and cell phone), as well as a variety of other supplies, such 
as a severe weather radio, fi rst aid kit, bullhorn, fl ashlight, 
etc. The expectation was that the WEA would make the 
same kinds of management and leadership decisions that 
they made during the day. At the same time, the limits of 
the role were clarifi ed, emphasizing that Public Safety and 
Housekeeping/Custodial Services still played a critical “fi rst 
response” role in various emergencies. Ideally, the WEA 
would provide administrative assistance as requested. 

During each shift, WEAs familiarized themselves with 
the activities occurring on campus, and had a “duty-binder” 
with previous activity log sheets as a reference point for such 

information. Some WEAs chose to make rounds of the 
campus to assist students who had questions and to provide 
a public relations presence. Others, restricted by their 
mobility or other factors, did not make rounds, but kept in 
contact with the Dispatchers in Public Safety or responded 
to calls on the WEA cell phone. All WEAs worked, or were 
stationed, in their own offi ces to allow them to complete 
specifi c work duties while also serving as a WEA.

What Makes WEA Innovative
The WEA program has proven to be an innovative way to 
use existing administrators who are already familiar with 
the campus and the students to help provide administra-
tive coverage during the evenings or on weekends. With the 
duration of duty now limited to no more than three weeks, 
each WEA volunteer only works one or two nights or one 
Saturday—often a time when that person would have been 
on campus anyway. While it is an extra duty, it is not an 
onerous one that places an undue burden on the volunteer. 
In addition, it extends the number of people on campus 
capable of dealing with emergency situations at any time. 
Many of the WEAs are not Building Emergency Leaders 
(or BELs), so more people than ever have been trained in 
emergency response and have some experience anticipating 
extraordinary circumstances.

How the WEA Program Enhances Student Learning
Like many institutions, JCCC provides multiple opportu-
nities for student learning during regular business hours. 
All offi ces are open to serve students, and a majority of 
the academic classes are offered during the day. But for 
evening and weekend students, the services available are 
signifi cantly decreased. By establishing the WEA Program, 
these students can utilize the availability of a trained and 
knowledgeable staff member to answer questions, respond 
to complaints, receive general counseling and guidance, and 
be provided with an atmosphere of service, which in turn 
enhances student learning.

Evaluation
For a pilot project, a critical element in determining the 
potential future appropriateness of the program was some 
type of assessment. Therefore each WEA was required to 
complete a comprehensive activity log, on which they listed 
not only campus activities and what they responded to, but 
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also ideas regarding the various aspects of implementing the 
WEA program.

Examples of campus activities which required WEA 
intervention varied signifi cantly. During the fi rst few days 
of the semester, WEAs provided directions to lost students, 
accessed the campus computerized facility scheduling system 
to assist adjunct faculty in locating their classrooms, and also 
conducted “public relations rounds” to let evening and week-
end students and faculty know that an administrator was 
accessible. WEAs also played major roles in assisting Public 
Safety and Maintenance with campus-wide 
concerns, such as power outages, eleva-
tor breakdowns, locating students with 
emergency messages from loved ones, and 
broken-down vehicles. In addition, WEAs 
were available when calls came into the 
campus switchboard requesting to speak to 
the person “in charge.”

After the pilot program was completed, 
team members conducted evaluation ses-
sions to allow volunteers to give feedback 
about their WEA experience. In addition, 
the WEA volunteers were asked to fi ll out 
a written evaluation. To complement this, 
the WEA activity logs were studied to 
determine “high activity” vs. “low activity” 
time periods. 

In addition, the team reviewed comments from students, 
faculty and staff. Several articles were published in campus 
publications about the WEA program. The comments 
below refl ect just some of the sentiment from the campus 
community: 

• “WEA supports Public Safety and Communication 
Dispatch by not placing us in a disparaging position 
when heated situations arise because of double room 
bookings, fi re alarms, unhappy students, etc.” (Marga-
ret Baskett, Supervisor of Dispatch Services for Public 
Safety)

• “I think everyone pays the same tuition, so everyone 
deserves the same services whether it’s during the day or 
evening.” (evening student) 

• “I think this is a good idea and I am really interested 
in seeing the program be successful.” (senior-level staff 
member serving as a WEA)

• “One real benefi t I feel is that the administrators serving 

as WEAs now have a better understanding of campus-
wide safety and security needs. Prior to the implemen-
tation of this program, safety and security was the sole 
responsibility of Public Safety. It has defi nitely in-
creased the cooperation between Public Safety offi cers, 
staff and faculty, with the end result being a great service 
to those individuals in need after normal work hours.” 
(Gus Ramirez, JCCC Director of Public Safety)

• “If other colleges do not have such a program, I would 
highly recommend the implementation to better serve

 their community. Hopefully, they 
would get dedicated volunteers like 
we are fortunate to have. The WEA 
program has also been of great help in 
bridging the personal misconceptions 
that may exist between the faculty and 
Public Safety. This program has al-
lowed us to meet and interact with vari-
ous faculty and administrative employ-
ees who are not normally present during 
evening and weekend hours. I sincerely 
hope that the WEA program is con-
tinued for the benefi t of the college as a 
whole.” (Jim Slater, JCCC Public Safety 
Supervisor)

Recommendation
A review of all of the evaluation and assessment materials 
clearly indicated that the WEA program should be con-
tinued. The review indicated that for a campus of more than 
32,000 students that includes a major entertainment venue and 
other facilities used by the general public, not having some type of 
evening/weekend administrative coverage was a service defi ciency 
and liability. Hence the program has become a permanent 
part of JCCC. 

However, the review also revealed the following sugges-
tions that would improve the program: 

• That duty coverage for WEAs is restricted to the high 
activity periods, which are considered the fi rst day of 
class through the second or third week of the semester.

• That Dispatch, Housekeeping/Custodial Services and 
other areas better use the WEAs for assistance, in terms 
of communicating when situations arise and referring 
calls to the WEA. 

• That rather than having a large group of administrators 
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serve as WEAs, it would be best to have a core group of 
highly trained individuals working in an evening/week-
end administrative capacity. Although no one area or di-
vision was identifi ed, it was agreed that certain adminis-
trators (i.e., Student Services Staff and Assistant Deans) 
were more likely to be available in the evening and on 
weekends during peak periods and that such individuals 
were more qualifi ed and comfortable in the WEA role. 
(There was also some discussion about emeritus faculty 
and counselors serving as WEAs, although at this point 
such an option is not feasible.) 

Conclusion
The WEA pilot program was a success from various points 
of view. Not only did it enhance the knowledge of approxi-
mately 50 volunteers regarding campus emergency prepared-
ness, but also served as a wonderful staff development and 
cross-divisional team-building activity. 

Although JCCC, like many other colleges, fortunately 
has not had a major emergency during the evenings or 
weekends, to simply assume we are immune from such 
occurrences is naïve. This point was further emphasized in 
the literature regarding college and university programs es-
tablished since 9/11. As described in the April 2003 edition 
of Perspective: The Campus Legal Monthly, the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation indicated that colleges and universities were 
potential “soft targets” for terrorism. Although 
the WEA program was not established as a specifi c response 
to 9/11, it nevertheless was most timely based on height-
ened security and emergency awareness across the country. 
This heightened awareness, coupled with the long-standing 
and unexpected potential threats from Mother Nature in 
the form of tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes and other 
natural disasters, further emphasizes the need for adminis-
trative coverage beyond normal business hours (Kennedy, 
2004, p. 17).

It is highly recommended that a program of this nature 
be permanently implemented at any institutions that lack 
weekend and evening administrative coverage. 
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I had a long day’s work, starting at eight in the morning and 

ending after nine at night, but in those days [we]... did not 

think of our day in terms of hours. We liked our work, 

we were proud to do it well, and I am afraid that we were 

very, very happy.

—LOUIE MAYER, 1930S BRITISH HOUSEKEEPER FOR NOVELIST VIRGINIA WOOLF 



In pace, ut sapiens, aptarit idonea bello (In peace, as a wise 

man, he should make suitable preparation for war). 

 —HORACE (65 B.C.–8 B.C.) SATIRES II, 2 (111)
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Abstract: The sobering lessons on business interruption in this case 

could easily be applied to the devastation following the Gulf Coast 

hurricanes in fall 2005, or to the effects of a pandemic like the 

avian fl u. Business Continuation Planning is essential, and must 

include all sources of institutional revenue, as well as Business In-

terruption insurance coverage at appropriate levels using appropri-

ate forms and endorsements.

Template for Disaster
Judy is a risk manager for Aberdeen 
University, a private institution with 
12,000 students in Aberdeen, North 
Carolina, a town with a population of 
70,000.1 AU, as it is known, is interna-
tionally recognized for its undergraduate 
and graduate biochemistry and biophysics 
programs, sophisticated laboratories and 
cutting-edge research. Research grants to-
taled nearly $40 million in the prior fi scal 
year, and represent a signifi cant portion 
of AU’s total revenue. Judy accepted the 
position six months ago when her boss re-
tired at the beginning of the fall semester. 

Judy returned to AU in response to a 
telephone call received at home at 11:45 p.m. The Provost 
had called to report a massive explosion. While no injuries 
or casualties were suspected due to the late hour, the blast 
destroyed Bioscience Building 1, the building that housed 
the renowned biochemistry and biophysics laboratories. 
Bioscience Building 1 had long been associated with the 
University’s reputation for academic excellence in the 
sciences The Provost told her all department heads were 
needed immediately on campus to determine the critical 
steps necessary to keep campus operations as near normal 
as possible. As she drove to AU, Judy’s mind was racing. 
She knew the property insurance coverage was very broad, 
based on what the broker said when the policy was renewed 
last month. 

AU department staff attempted to gather at midnight 
to decide how to continue operations. It took each member 
nearly thirty minutes to navigate the campus scene and 
fi nd one another. Police and fi re personnel strictly limited 
access to the campus to only those who had an “emergency 
need,” so their initial meeting site was diffi cult to reach, 
and they had made no provisions for a backup meeting site 

off-campus. With parking restricted, it 
took another ten minutes for Judy to walk 
to the meeting site. Judy wished she had 
some way to communicate with everyone 
before physically meeting.

Judy brought her disaster plan tem-
plate, which her predecessor obtained 
from a neighboring university. While there 
had been talk of a “table top” walkthrough 
of the plan, it had never been done. As she 
inspected the template minutes before the 
staff meeting, Judy noticed it did not ad-
dress the biochemistry or biophysics labs. 
The template was modeled on a liberal 
arts institution that had no bioscience re-
search facilities, and focused instead on the 
need for housing alternatives as a result of 

a dormitory fi re.
The initial damage assessment was sobering:

• Because specialized research equipment had to be 
custom made, it would likely take more than a year to 
replace the laboratories. Consequently, an interruption 
of at least three semesters would also be likely.

• The biochemistry and biophysics programs, especially at 
the graduate level, were so specialized that no com-
parable facilities for teaching or research were readily 
available within 500 miles to accommodate AU. 

• More than 1,000 undergraduate and graduate students 
relying on AU’s bioscience labs would now experience 
major interruptions in their studies.

• A majority of bioscience students would have no other 
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choice but to transfer to other schools if unable to stay 
on track for a timely graduation at AU.

• Transferring students could cost AU an annual loss of 
tuition and related income in excess of $30 million. The 
ongoing impact of student transfers could result in mul-
tiples of $30 million over the years. If AU were to relax 
its admission standards in an effort to reduce tuition 
losses, it could seriously jeopardize its long-standing 
reputation for academic excellence for many years 
to come. 
A senior representative in AU’s Offi ce 

of Sponsored Research (OSR) told the 
group about a telephone conversation she 
had minutes earlier with a representative 
from AU’s Offi ce of Technology Licens-
ing (OTL):

• While not yet quantifi ed, it has been 
discovered that research worth several 
million dollars has been lost, and the 
quality or existence of duplicate infor-
mation is unknown. 

• This event could (best case) suspend 
research grant payments until the 
laboratories resume 100% capability, 
or (worst case) subject AU to immedi-
ate mid-term termination of several 
critical research projects. 

• Research delays caused by the explosion could result 
in a loss of rights to a new bioscience tool created by 
AU scientists. Although public disclosure was already 
planned and is inevitable, the patent submittal paper-
work was also lost and cannot be re-created prior to the 
imminent publication date. The fact that this situation 
may prompt a lawsuit by the licensor against AU is a 
matter of serious concern. 

• If key faculty are unable to continue their research at 
AU, they could decide to seek teaching/research op-
portunities elsewhere. This could dramatically impact 
incoming students, current students (especially at the 
graduate level), and future research grants and licensing 
fees.
Several department heads argued about pecking order 

and what critical actions need to be taken to resume opera-
tions. Discussion based on assumptions about bioscience 
research and grants was tense. Those in attendance were 

struck by the fact that the AU being discussed around the 
table bore little resemblance to the AU that existed just an 
hour ago. How could a university as renowned as AU be 
so misunderstood by its senior offi cials in its most critical 
hour?

What Judy will realize is that a number of assump-
tions made in prior years regarding business interruption 
(BI) exposures could affect AU for several years to come, 
and that a catastrophic BI event requires much more than 
an insurance policy. AU had fallen into a trap common to 

understanding and appreciating BI expo-
sures in an academic environment: failure 
to thoroughly understand sources of, and 
exposures to, all revenues, and the fact that 
extra expense is only one of many time-   
element exposures.

AU relied on risk fi nancing through 
its purchase of insurance, a process that 
is not a substitute for a risk management 
program. Risk fi nancing should begin only 
after an analysis of key contributors to 
the value of the organization is completed 
(contributors both to revenue and to 
reputation), exposures are identifi ed, and 
risk control, continuity and/or mitigation 
strategies are implemented.

The Fundamentals
BI exposures are diffi cult to estimate since one cannot 
simply look at a building to determine its revenue contribu-
tion to the institution. The risk manager must understand: 
the function and use of a given building; any unique or 
special equipment and other contents contained within it; 
the time needed to recreate it after a catastrophic event; and 
the overall effect the loss of this building and its contents 
will have on other activities for the institution as a whole. 
A BI process that begins and ends with the completion of 
a worksheet is not suffi cient for managing a catastrophic 
event, and will not provide essential step-by-step post-event 
guidance that is critical for an institution to resume normal 
operations. 

Risk Identifi cation and Assessment

An institution’s annual fi nancial statement can be used 
as a starting point to identify and break down all revenue 
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streams. This statement can also provide an order-of-mag-
nitude analysis to identify any interdependencies within rev-
enue streams, such as those from OSR and OTL. However, 
the chief fi nancial offi cer or similarly positioned individual 
will need to identify any new revenue streams subsequent to 
the date of the fi nancial statement and any planned for the 
foreseeable future. Other risk assessment steps include:

• Prioritize all revenue sources by contribution toward 
the aggregate value of the organization, not just by the 
dollar amount. Consider all revenue sources, including 
revenue obtained from outside users of on-campus fa-
cilities such as gymnasiums, sports arenas and theaters/
concert halls. Tuition often appears to be the most obvi-
ous revenue stream, but it may be dependent on other 
revenue streams such as research grants, as in the AU 
story. As an example, biochemistry may presently rank 
15th in overall current revenue, while the university has a 
goal to increase its overall contribution by a certain per-
centage by a specifi c time in the future. This potential 
change in revenue will require the university to recog-
nize the future goal as it sets its BCP critical activities to 
ensure the goal is factored into all plans. 

• Development normally follows research and can greatly 
contribute to new revenue growth. Since many 
departments share the same revenue streams—e.g., 
Admissions, Financial Aid and Registrar Offi ces—these 
departments need to avoid counting these revenue 
sources twice. 

• Identify key buildings, facilities and laboratories critical 
to overall revenue generation. Are there redundant loca-
tions that can be placed into service quickly if something 
happens to key locations? What amount of down time 
is anticipated, with or without redundancies, while the 
institution rebuilds after a catastrophic event? 

• Determine how grants and license fees are gener-
ated and their susceptibility to loss. Vital records and 
research materials should be duplicated and stored off 
site if possible to minimize single points of failure and 
to create redundancies. Time frames for recreating 
research subjects (animals, cultures, byproducts, pro-
cesses) need to be accurately assessed for their impact 
on these revenues. 

• Consider revenue from use of non-owned/off-campus 
locations such as theaters/concert halls, auditoriums 
and sports arenas. An example is a university’s use of 

a non-owned sports arena where it receives a portion 
of ticket sales and broadcast rights. Inability to use the 
arena may result in a loss of income to the university. 
These facilities may pose contingent exposures and will 
require special treatment when determining appropriate 
use of risk controls as well as insurance coverages.

• Use the business continuity planning process (BCP) to 
enhance the risk identifi cation and assessment process. 
The BCP2 process pinpoints key operations and activi-
ties that are critical to the survival of a university. BCP 
is a triage process established pre-loss to concentrate 
recovery efforts on predetermined critical activities. A 
natural follow-up to the BCP process is a focused analy-
sis to identify exposures to these critical activities.

• Create BI values from the BCP process. BCP will un-
cover revenue streams and the time needed for each to 
be fully reestablished. Using annual values may not be 
suffi cient for operations that require more than a year 
to resume normalcy, as demonstrated in the AU story. 
Conversely, a viable and tested recovery strategy may 
show that the time required to recover, and the associ-
ated BI values, are half those originally projected.

• Consider any lag in revenue streams that may occur after 
all damage is repaired or replaced. As in the AU story, 
simply returning the campus to pre-loss operational 
levels will not be suffi cient to immediately re-establish 
revenue at pre-loss levels. Communicating to key stake-
holders (i.e., students, faculty and grantors) that their 
continued investment is worthwhile can help overcome 
“stakeholder jitters,” and reduce the lag time in restoring 
revenue.

Risk Controls
Once the BI exposure is understood, the risk manager can 
determine how to minimize the possibility of risk and how 
to mitigate it if an event occurs. BCP is a process to identify 
ways to minimize and mitigate identifi ed risks (e.g., pre-loss 
and post-loss).

• Identify the risks that jeopardize all sources of revenue 
and develop a plan to reduce the frequency and severity 
of the exposures.

• Develop plans for critical functions that support key 
revenue sources and the institutional mission. All 
contingency plans must: (1) start from the top down, 
beginning with the mission; (2) identify the areas that 
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support the mission; (3) identify those critical functions 
that support those areas; and (4) develop an alternate 
recovery strategy and the necessary resources to support 
it should that function be impacted. Starting at the top 
and “drilling down” is a more effi cient way to develop 
plans than the traditional middle or bottom up method. 
This approach facilitates focused data gathering in spe-
cifi c areas rather than gathering a lot of unnecessary data 
across the institution.

• Create redundancies in key operations by breaking 
down the risk into separate units, such as labs in several 
buildings instead of one building that 
houses all labs of a certain type. For 
example, a physically separated under-
graduate lab may serve as emergency 
recovery space in the event of a loss to 
the graduate labs.

• Identify organizations (i.e., univer-
sity and non-university) with similar 
instrumentation needs and capabilities 
where the institution may be able to 
subcontract certain research activi-
ties, such as renting time on another 
organization’s x-ray diffraction or 
mass spectrometer machine. 

Risk Financing
BI insurance can be considered after the 
exposures are identifi ed, quantifi ed and 
risk controls are in place. Further, an 
educational institution should consider BI coverage issues 
such as: 

• business income, including extra expense
• ordinary payroll
• extended period of indemnity
• extra expense only 
• tuition and fees 
• research and development 
• contingent coverage, and
• service interruption. 

Business Income

Business income coverage insures the loss of net income, in-
cluding income taxes to the extent income would have been 
earned, and the continuation of normal operating expenses. 

This coverage also reimburses the institution for expenses 
over and above those incurred to maintain operations at pre-
loss levels. However, there are some restrictions on expenses 
that will be covered in the business income coverage.3

Each institution may look at business income issues 
differently. Some will insure all revenue streams, while oth-
ers may deem that only certain income streams need to be 
insured if suffi cient operational redundancies exist. These 
decisions should be made only after an in-depth under-
standing of the overall business interruption exposure has 
been evaluated.

Institutions with specialized facilities 
that lack redundant space or backup facili-
ties need to consider the effect of a cata-
strophic event on tuition. For example, 
AU may lose students midway through 
their college careers if they cannot wait for 
AU to resume normal operations. Incom-
ing and transferring bioscience students 
may opt to matriculate at, or transfer to, a 
competing institution rather than wait for 
timely replacement of AU laboratories.

Further, an institution may experi-
ence a continued reduction in tuition 
and related fees even after all damages 
are repaired and normal operations are 
resumed. Business income coverage will 
end on the earlier date of exhaustion of 
the coverage limit or the date when the 
property should be repaired, rebuilt or re-

placed with reasonable speed and similar quality, or the date 
when operations are resumed at a new permanent location. 
The policy expiration date does not limit coverage under the 
business income form.
 
Tuition and Fees

Many insurers offer a “tuition and fees” endorsement to 
expand the normal defi nition of “income” to include tuition, 
student fees such as room and board and lab fees, book-
stores, athletic events, and activities related to research 
grants. The wording used by the insurer is important, 
because it is possible that certain revenue streams, such as 
license fees, may fall outside the “income” defi nition and 
thereby not be covered. 

Similarly, revenue contingent on certain property may 
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not be insured if the property is excluded, such as data, 
animals, or valuable papers and records. Coverage wording 
needs to be reviewed carefully to ensure it mirrors insurable 
exposures. An adequate coverage period is discussed in the 
next section. 

Extended Period of Indemnity

Income may continue to be reduced even after all recon-
struction efforts are completed. In the AU example, recon-
struction could take as long as eighteen months, prompting 
students to transfer to other schools and causing a reduc-
tion in income for months to follow.4 The 
usual thirty-day grant of extended period 
of indemnity in business income forms will 
not be suffi cient for AU or most educa-
tional institutions. This exposure needs 
careful review in order to ensure that there 
is both a suffi cient coverage limit and 
indemnity period.

There are two key issues to optimiz-
ing coverage under an extended period of 
indemnity form. First, the business income 
limit must be suffi cient for the extended 
period. Values used to establish the overall 
business income limit should recognize the 
loss during the period of reconstruction 
and the continued loss during the post-re-
construction period.

Second, the coverage time period must mirror the 
time period of decreased income. Some insurers will use a 
“Tuition and Fees” endorsement, as previously discussed, 
which includes a special defi nition for period of restoration 
as shown below. The purpose of this form is to recognize 
the peculiarities of educational institutions, especially the 
exposure from student attrition.

“For educational institutions, the Period of Restoration 
ends on the earlier of: a) the day before the opening of the next 
school term following the date the property should be repaired, 
rebuilt or replaced with reasonable speed and similar quality; or 
b) the date when the school term is resumed at a new perma-
nent location.”

Under this wording, if reconstruction efforts are com-
pleted on October 4 for an academic year that began on 
September 1, then the business income coverage will contin-
ue until January 9 if the institution resumes its next semes-

ter on January 10. This wording will not cover any further 
reductions in income that persist in subsequent semesters. 
In the AU example it is thought that the residual loss could 
occur for a lengthy period, possibly far longer than would be 
insured under the wording identifi ed above. 

Ordinary Payroll

Employee payroll and employee benefi t costs are covered as 
continuing expenses within a business income policy form. 
One way to decrease premium for business income coverage 
is to limit or eliminate ordinary payroll coverage. Ordinary 

payroll is usually defi ned as payroll of 
all employees except offi cers, executives, 
department managers, employees under 
contract, and similar key employees.5 An 
institution’s workers’ compensation 
policy can be a guide to what may be 
ordinary payroll by looking at classifi ca-
tion code 9101—“College—all employees 
other than professional or clerical.”6 The 
majority of the institution’s payroll will 
fall within the workers classifi cation code 
8868—“College—professional employees 
& clerical.”

The decision to limit coverage for 
ordinary payroll needs to be reviewed 
carefully. The limitation on ordinary 
payroll will include costs associated with 

employee benefi ts as well. Laying off ordinary payroll em-
ployees may allow the institution to save premium dollars 
pre-loss, but may also create delays in resuming normal 
operations post event if the labor market shrinks post-loss. 
This may occur if quality replacement workers are diffi cult 
to hire on a timely basis. In some instances, retraining time 
is not included in the period of interruption or restoration.

If ordinary payroll is excluded from coverage there may 
still be ways for the institution to pay wages and benefi t 
costs to these employees. The cost of employee labor used 
for repairs, debris cleanup, and related post-loss costs can 
be part of the overall property damage loss settlement. This 
should be discussed with the insurer prior to making a 
decision with respect to ordinary payroll coverage. In either 
event, the payroll paid to the employees outside of the busi-
ness income coverage may be less than would have been paid 
in the absence of an ordinary payroll limitation or exclusion. 
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The use of a payroll limitation or full exclusion may put the 
institution at risk of losing these employees by the time it 
can bring them back to full-time status. It is worth repeating 
that this coverage decision needs careful analysis. 

Extra Expense

Some institutions conclude their need for BI insurance is 
strictly for the increase in expenses to run the institution 
after a major loss. These institutions do not foresee the 
need to insure the potential for lost income or for continu-
ing expenses. As such, they purchase extra 
expense coverage and not business income 
coverage. This arrangement may be ap-
propriate for a small, contained loss such 
as fi re to a limited number of dormitory 
rooms. In this case, the institution should 
be able to move the students to temporary 
housing (e.g., a hotel) until the dormitory 
is repaired. The reliance on extra expense 
may not be suffi cient for a catastrophic 
loss such as a major fi re at a dormitory, 
dining hall, sports arena or specialized 
laboratory. The decision to insure only 
extra expense needs careful review and 
consideration.

Extra expense coverage will end on 
the earlier of the date of exhaustion of the 
coverage limit or the date when the prop-
erty should be repaired, rebuilt or replaced 
with reasonable speed and similar quality, 
or resumed at a new permanent location. 
The policy expiration date does not limit coverage under the 
extra expense form.

Research and Development

Consideration should be given to research issues since this 
area generates signifi cantly more expense than revenue dur-
ing the research phase of a project. Coverage needs to be 
analyzed and discussed to ensure that these expenses, includ-
ing the salaries of the researchers, are recoverable following 
a loss.

Contingent Coverage

An institution may derive income from properties that it 
does not own or lease but uses during the course of an aca-

demic year. An example is a non-owned sports arena used 
by the institution from which it obtains a portion of ticket 
sales and broadcast rights. A catastrophic event at such a 
facility may cause a disruption in income to the institution. 
A contingent business income and extra expense exposure 
may exist. Coverage should be considered.7 

Service Interruption 

An interruption of utility service such as water, sewage, 
electricity, steam, gas, chilled water, telephone, and internet 

access may result in a business income loss 
to the institution. Usually, coverage for 
damage off of the institution’s premises 
that results in service interruption on-
premises can be insured. Coverage should 
be considered.8

How AU Could Have Responded

What could AU have done differently? 
Let’s use a technique that is not available 
to risk managers after the loss—turn-
ing the clock back. How could AU have 
responded to the explosion if its offi cers 
had planned and created a BCP for this 
potential event?

• During the planning process, AU 
prioritized the key contributors to the 
future value of AU. Preserving the 
undergraduate student credit hours 
and the ongoing graduate research 
activities in the biochemistry and bio-

 physics programs were top priorities. The agreement to 
allocate limited post-disaster resources to these pro-
grams, at the sacrifi ce of other courses and activities, 
was discussed and agreed upon, eliminating the need to 
make this a hasty decision during a crisis.

• At the beginning of each semester, the deans and de-
partment chairs provided a list of their priority courses 
based on their contribution to meeting graduation 
requirements (e.g., whether they were prerequisites 
for other courses, etc.). This allowed the Provost to 
make informed decisions about how best to allocate 
all academic space in light of the disaster, even those 
classrooms and laboratory areas normally controlled by 
individual schools or departments.

An institution may 

derive income 

from properties 
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like a non-owned 

sports arena from 

which it obtains 

ticket sales and 

broadcast rights. 



URMIA Journal  2005  25

• Leveraging the relationships of the department chairs 
and professors, agreements were made with other 
educational and corporate organizations that use similar 
long-lead-time research, instrumentation and laboratory 
equipment. This allowed AU to purchase/rent time on 
key equipment for portions of research that couldn’t be 
conducted locally, or to relocate graduate students, and 
their families, if necessary, to other areas in the state/
country to resume critical research. The damage assess-
ment portion of the plan allowed the department to 
quickly identify and communicate those research activi-
ties that could be continued elsewhere with a minimum 
of interruption.

• The BCP team had diligently practiced implementa-
tion of the plan several times in the past years, and Judy 
led one “table top” exercise after her promotion to risk 
manager. This experience allowed her to understand her 
role and the overall emergency and crisis decision-
making framework within AU following an incident.

• All members of the BCP critical team had a copy of 
the BCP readily available at their homes as well as their 
offi ces in the event of a disaster. Judy did not have the 
only copy, and the BCP was specifi cally designed for 
AU. The template was only useful in helping her iden-
tify some of the major components that needed to be 
included in the AU plan.

• A call tree was created as a fi rst step of the BCP, which 
required Judy to call all other team members after 
receiving the initial call from the Provost. This allowed 
the Provost to initiate other critical tasks such as calling 
the communication and public relations teams into 
action.

• The fi rst post-incident emergency team meeting was 
held using a telephone conference bridge and was not 
held on campus. The conference bridge was arranged 
in advance and the call-in number and participant/host 
codes were disseminated to all Crisis Management 
Team members. This early key step was implemented 
to get BCP team members functioning on BCP issues, 
not wasting time commuting to a campus location. 
Subsequent meetings will be held on campus at one of 
several “emergency operations centers” pre-established 
in the BCP. The BCP also has an off-site location iden-
tifi ed in case the campus locations cannot be used or are 
inaccessible.

• Because AU offi cers understood the importance of its 
bioscience revenue and dependence on its laboratories, 
they created a second bioscience building two years ago 
as part of their normal expansion activities. This build-
ing provides needed redundancies should a catastrophic 
event occur. 

• All critical research data is backed up daily to off site 
servers. Archived lab notebooks are stored off site, and 
can be used to resume non-generational research activi-
ties elsewhere if current notebooks become unavailable.

• AU’s president is scheduled to call all major research 
project owners to notify them of any catastrophic event 
and how AU will be able to respond and keep research 
timetables or schedules on track. 

• Senior members of the bioscience academic department 
will meet with small groups of bioscience students to 
apprise them of the event and how AU will work with 
them to minimize or limit any long-term impediments 
to their education. This is one of the key initial activities 
outlined in the BCP to manage reputational risk and 
limit student attrition. 

• The property insurance program was modifi ed several 
years ago and has a manuscripted form for an extended 
period of indemnity for business income loss. AU has 
coverage for up to three semesters after completion of 
reconstruction activities. This coverage should limit 
the possibility of insuffi cient insurance recovery for 
any residual reductions in revenue after construction is 
completed.

• As an added assurance, AU held pre-loss planning 
meetings with the insurer’s adjustment staff to verify 
application of coverage through use of a scripted loss 
scenario and to create claim submission procedures. 

• Due to the step-by-step nature of the BCP, the overall 
AU campus is seemingly unaffected by the explosion at 
Bioscience Building 1.

Conclusion
Clearly, Judy would have welcomed the chance to turn back 
the clock. The opportunity to determine risk management 
and recovery priorities, to evaluate insurance mechanisms to 
transfer a large part of the business interruption exposure, 
and to work in coordination with other AU departments 
to better understand the university’s operations would have 
signifi cantly enhanced AU’s response and recovery position. 
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How many of us would be in Judy’s current position if a 
similar catastrophe occurred at our institution today?
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Endnotes
1  All names are fi ctitious.
2  We use the term “business continuity plan” and not “disaster plan” in this 

article. A disaster plan typically refers to the recovery of the information 

technology infrastructure, not necessarily the business operations that are 

dependent upon them. While the terms are similar, BCP is more expansive 

and includes not only the disaster recovery plan but also those key ac-

tions, responsibilities and benchmarks, through time, necessary to resume 

previously identifi ed critical operations within acceptable time limits. A 

crisis management plan may be a component of a BCP for events such as 

student death, sexual assault or student riot since the decision-making 

framework under any emergency/crisis condition should be the same.
3  The discussion of insurance coverage in this article is not to be considered 

the rendering of a coverage opinion or the rendering of professional 

services. An insurance policy must be read in its entirety to establish cover-

age intent. For the purposes of this article we have considered business 

income forms that include extra expense coverage. We have not contem-

plated any business income forms that exclude extra expense coverage.
4  Ed. note: This very problem happened to Gulf Coast schools in the fall of 

2005 after Hurricane Katrina.
5  The ordinary payroll defi nition used by insurers is not standard and may 

differ by insurer. Some policies do not use an ordinary payroll defi nition, 

which may pose loss settlement issues. These issues need to be reviewed 

carefully when making decisions on any limitation on payroll coverage. 
6  The workers’ compensation code 9101 payroll may not translate directly 

to the same amount for business income coverage as it does not include 

expenses such as overtime, employee benefi t costs, and may be subject to 

payroll caps.
7  Contingent coverage and service interruption issues are often overlooked 

by risk managers and may pose signifi cant exposures to an institution. It 

is not the intent of this article to delve into the exposures or coverages 

related to contingent coverage or service interruption.
8  Refer to note 7 above.



 If a little knowledge is dangerous, 

where is a man who has so much as to be out of danger?

—THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY (1825–1895), SCIENCE AND CULTURE



True patriots all; for, be it understood, 

We left our country for our country’s good.

—GEORGE BARRINGTON (1755–C. 1804)
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Abstract: In the last decade, crisis management has become a 

buzzword in the world of international education. American 

universities began creating and circulating crisis management 

protocols on campus as a tool to help them respond more effectively 

to emergency situations that arose while students were abroad. In 

recent years, European universities have also begun drafting crisis 

management documents. Following corporate 

trends that are further enhancing crisis manage-

ment by establishing risk analysis methods and 

then risk management procedures, international 

education offi ces can enlarge upon their original 

crisis management protocols. This article looks 

at risk analysis as a way to avoid or at least 

mitigate potential study abroad litigation. It 

provides a six-step risk analysis process that 

international educators can use to evaluate their 

programs. Using two different risk matrices, 

concrete examples demonstrate how the prob-

ability of an incident occurring can be related to 

the impact it would have on the university.

In recent years international education conferences both 
in the United States and abroad have had an increasing 
number of workshops and sessions devoted to crisis man-
agement, health and safety, and liability issues. Despite the 
rather widespread reporting of crises or lawsuits and their 
negative effects on educational institutions, many execu-
tive level administrators still remain apathetic toward the 
development of a crisis management plan (called a disaster 
recovery plan in the corporate world). They seem extremely 
reluctant to commit the time, the fi nances and the insti-
tution’s resources needed to implement a plan—unless, of 
course, circumstances dictate otherwise!

The truth of the matter is that not having a crisis man-
agement plan violates the fi duciary standard of “reasonable 
duty of care.” 

While international educators are not expected to be 
lawyers, they are increasingly tasked with the responsibility 

of understanding the legal consequences of poor imple-
mentation, or none at all, of an effective crisis management 
plan. At present, study abroad professionals are faced with 
a lack of clear, minimum operating standards that allow 
them not only to support and work toward greater safety 
for their students, but also to limit the liability their institu-

tions could face. Fortunately, there are 
numerous models of good practice that 
are available on-line. Examples of these 
resources include NAFSA’s Section on 
U.S. Students Abroad (Secussa 2005 a 
and 2005 b) and the Safeti Clearinghouse 
(2005). In June 2004 the Forum on Edu-
cation Abroad published Standards of Good 

Practice for Education Abroad (available as a 
downloadable PDF fi le on www.forumea.
org). This document is a work in prog-
ress and updates are continuously being 
sought from members of the profession.

If they cannot get their higher-ups to 
buy into crisis management and continuity planning, proac-
tive international education administrators fi nd themselves 
in a diffi cult position and leave themselves open to law-
suits. Do these administrators continue to operate with no 
contingency plans, or do they invest their time and ener-
gies in developing a protocol? And how do they implement 
and gain acceptance for a plan that has not been offi cially 
sanctioned by the institution? This situation is all the more 
diffi cult in small study abroad offi ces that are run either by 
faculty members with concurrent teaching responsibilities 
or offi ces that are supervised by a one-person staff member 
with little or no clerical help. There is no clear-cut answer 
to these questions. However, despite the cost to interna-
tional educators in terms of time and energy, they must opt 
for an expression of professional ethics by choosing to draw 
up these documents.

Recent global events such as the September 11, 2001 
attack on the World Trade Center in New York and the 
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Madrid train bombings on March 11, 2004, to mention only 
two, have highlighted the need for a continuous process of 
strategic planning in international education. How do we 
keep international students safe after an act of terrorism on 
American soil? How do we better protect our own students 
when they are overseas? Emerging threats have provided 
an opportunity for educational institutions to study timely 
changes to their strategies. Professional ethics help interna-
tional educators decide that they must opt to protect their 
programs, their institutions and their reputations. This 
decision means doing the legwork necessary to put the ap-
propriate safety nets into their policies and procedures and 
to actively lobby their administrations for offi cial acceptance 
of this strategy.

Like it or not, risk analysis and risk management are 
fi elds no longer limited strictly to actuaries; they have 
become part and parcel of the strategic thinking that im-
pacts the development of crisis management protocols and 
continuity planning in the fi eld of international education. 
As with most fi elds today, that of international education is 
evolving and so is the portfolio of responsibilities of those 
professionals who run international programs.

While numerous references are available on how to draw 
up a crisis management plan and what it should include, 
(NASPA, SAFETI) little attention has been paid to the 
risk management process that should be an integral part 
of every international program’s protocol. This article will 
focus on the risk management process as it would apply to 
international program administration.

What is “risk” in international programs?
Before we look at the risk management process itself, we 
should defi ne the concepts of risk and risk analysis within 
the context of international programs. Risk is the threat of 
personal injury, property damage or other debilitating effect 
or limitation triggered by any extraordinary event. Risk, 
though, is not limited only to cataclysmic events such as 
earthquakes, hurricanes, typhoons, tornadoes, fi res, explo-
sions or structure collapse. There are other risks involved 
in sending professors, researchers and students overseas, 
as well as in receiving international professors, researchers 
and students. 

In international education at the university level we can 
identify four types of risk: 

Strategic risk—this would have long-term adverse 

impacts that could come about as a result of either 
poor decision making or poor implementation of 
a crisis management strategy. At this stage there 
would be damage to the reputation of the university 
and perhaps also legal action.

Compliance risk—this would be a failure to comply 
with legislation, internal procedures or even a lack of 
documentation to prove compliance. Here SEVIS 
compliance would be of particular concern to inter-
national educators.

Financial risk—this could run from currency fl uctua-
tions to waste or even fraud. A result would be a 
forced reduction in program activities or the risk of 
additional audits.

Operating risk—this would be a failure to deliver an 
international activity as announced or could be negli-
gence that led to hazards for participants or property 
damage. In this case, liability insurance premiums 
would surely be raised.

It thus becomes necessary for international educators, as 
part of their strategic planning processes, to perform a risk 
analysis of the programs run by their offi ces. A risk analysis 
is the process which identifi es potential threats and triggers 
of those risks that have a potential to impact on a person, a 
group of persons, a site or a situation.

In general, there are two types of risk analysis:
• quantitative risk analysis—used primarily by insurance 

underwriters to create, for example, mortality tables or 
by fi nancial specialists to determine long-term value.

• qualitative risk analysis—used to identify whether risk is 
plausible and to estimate the 
potential occurrence in terms of 
odds that are low, medium or 
high.

It is the latter of these two 
types that international educa-
tors will use to evaluate their 
programs. The fl ow chart in 
Table 1 represents the process 
necessary to perform this evalu-
ation:

The international educator’s 
responsibilities will thus spe-
cifi cally include a risk analysis 

Identify

Decide

Estimate

Monitor

Evaluate

Assess

Table 1Table 1
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process that will entail six main steps:
1) Identifying the risks the university faces for each of 

the programs it sponsors.
2) Deciding on the levels of risk that the university 

deems to be acceptable.
3) Estimating the likelihood that these risks would 

materialize.
4) Assessing the university’s ability not only to reduce 

the incidence but also the impact of these risks.
5) Evaluating the costs versus the benefi ts of choosing 

specifi c risk control solutions.
6) Monitoring the ongoing effectiveness of the risk 

control solutions that have been adopted.

The stages of risk analysis
The fi rst step of the risk analysis is to identify the risks that 
each international activity could include. Various means 
can be used to achieve this end. A scenario analysis can be 
performed in such a way as to allow the determination of 
worst-case particulars. Internal audits by seasoned offi ce 
staff and/or professors with experience taking students 
abroad can also be performed to determine possible risks. 
Outside consultants can be brought in to perform an 
independent review of the programs offered. Brainstorm-
ing sessions can be organized so that various members of 
the university’s staff can pool their cumulative expertise to 
come up with a list of potentially risky activities in interna-
tional education programs. The development and use of an 
extremely detail-oriented questionnaire (distributed to on-
campus as well as study abroad on-site personnel) can also 
be of benefi t in helping to identify risks. Risk identifi cation 
must be performed in a methodical way in order to be sure 
that all of the signifi cant international activities have been 
identifi ed and any risks inherent in them defi ned.

Once the risks have been identifi ed, international educa-
tors must meet with the appropriate university administra-
tors (in most cases, both legal counsel and the university risk 
managers) to decide on the levels of risk that the university 
is willing to accept. At this point it is useful to conduct an 
analysis of the underlying root causes of the top risks that 
were identifi ed in Step One.

Next, there are several ways to estimate the probability 
that the identifi ed risks would indeed happen. There are 
several ways this can be done. First, a theoretical method can 
be employed, involving the use of a mathematical formula 

wherein the probability of an event equals the number of 
ways an outcome could occur divided by the total number 
of outcomes. This method relies almost exclusively on the 
availability of historical, qualitative data, which is generally 
not yet widely available in the fi eld of international educa-
tion. 

Another method used to calculate risk is to draw on the 
risk history that the institution has collected. Administrators 
could look at the institution’s Clery reports or reports fi led 
by professors who have previously led courses overseas. This 
information will probably be limited to relatively few risks 
and therefore would provide only a very incomplete picture 
of the risks involved in the international activities of the in-
stitution, and might not provide an adequate grasp of what 
might occur during future, new activities.

The most commonly used approach in risk management 
is one that is totally subjective because it uses opinions or 
hunches to determine the likelihood of the occurrence of a 
risk event. The judgments used to create this method of risk 
must be made by seasoned international educators working 
with their university’s risk manager. A risk matrix can help 
administrators calculate the likelihood of something hap-
pening against the impact/severity that the risk would have 
on the institution’s operations. Care should be taken not to 
express the impact/severity in purely monetary terms. As 
institutions have learned from past study abroad litigation 
(King v. Eastern Michigan University 2002, McNeil v. 
Wagner College 1998, Bird v. Lewis & Clark College 2002), 
the impact of an incident on an international program can 
be felt also in terms of damage to their reputation, the ripple 
effect on the operations of the entire university community 
(fewer applications for admission, strain on counseling 
services, staff burnout from the overtime required to resolve 
the crisis, etc.), and the downtime experienced by the 
international offi ce as it slows down its services in order to 
recover from the crisis.

This risk matrix can be a relatively simple 3x3 matrix as 
in the sample below:

High (3)

Medium (2)

Low (1)

PR
O

B
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L M H
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L M M

 Low (1) Medium (2) High (3)

IMPACT

Table 2: 3x3 Risk MatrixTable 2: 3x3 Risk Matrix
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A numerical value is assigned to the levels used to create 
the matrix. Risk level will equal the probability times the 
impact and, in this matrix, will represent a maximum of 9. 
Low probability would indicate that the risk could occur but 
is exceptional; medium, that the risk is highly possible; high, 
that the risk will occur on a regular basis. Low impact means 
that the consequences are not severe and have little effect 
on the continuity of the program; medium impact, that there 
will be a disruption of the program; high, that it will have a 
catastrophic effect on the operation of the program. This 
risk usually occurs very infrequently but will have signifi cant 
effect on the reputation of the university.

The matrix system in practice
This matrix can be used, for example, to 
identify risks associated with an existing, 
long-standing study abroad program. Let 
us explore hypothetical situations that will 
enable us to see how this would work in 
practice.

Professor XYZ, of the International 
Business Department of your university, 
offers a three week summer course, “The 
European Business Climate,” for a maxi-
mum of 15 students. The course divides 
its time between Paris, Brussels and 
London, with one week spent in each city, 
and includes side trips for sightseeing. Classes take place on 
the host campus and in classrooms rented from the partner 
institutions. Some of the course instruction is provided by 
instructors from the host institution. Students are housed in 
student housing run by the host institution. Meals are not 
furnished in Paris or Brussels and are therefore an added 
expense for the students. Students are required to sign a 
waiver/release form, and the course fee includes mandatory 
health, medical evacuation and repatriation insurance.

What, then, are the risks involved in the operation of 
this course? The possibilities run from fi nancial (a signifi -
cant drop in the value of the dollar making it diffi cult for 
students to afford to eat), to health and safety (there is an 
outbreak of the fl u), to legal (a student is arrested). For the 
purposes of this article, and to demonstrate the use of the 
matrix, we will limit our exercise to the following three situ-
ations: 1) emergency hospitalization of a student in Paris; 2) 
a student fails to return after dinner on the town in Brussels 

and 3) property damage committed by a group of students 
in London as a result of a long night of drinking.

In the case of the emergency hospitalization of a student 
in Paris, the probability would be low and the impact would 
be low since the student would presumably be well cared for 
in the Parisian hospital (this liability having been trans-
ferred through prior purchase of coverage to the insurance 
company, who will supervise all subsequent medical care 
for the student). Knowledge of the local medical practices 
allows the professor to assume that the standards of care 
are equal to those provided in the United States, and the 

rest of the course can proceed as planned. 
Therefore the risk level in this case is 1 x 1 
= 1 out of a maximum of 9.

The risk level will change consider-
ably in the situation where a student fails 
to return after dinner in Brussels the 
night before the group is set to depart for 
London. The probability of that event 
happening would be medium since the 
students are left on their own to fi nd their 
meals, and the impact would be medium 
to high (disruption if the group cannot 
leave as planned—or catastrophic if the 
student has been arrested). Therefore the 
risk level is 2 x 2 = 4 or 2 x 2.5 = 5 out of a 
maximum of 9.

Most universities have experienced property damage 
on campus that results from over-consumption of alcohol. 
Increasingly, campus administrators are fi nding that this be-
havior also occurs overseas and is enhanced by the absence 
of a law in Europe requiring students to be over the age of 
21 to buy alcohol. The probability of this event happening 
would thus be high and its impact is again medium to high 
(depending, of course, on the level of damage incurred). 
The risk level is this case is 3 x 2 = 6 or 3 x 2.5 = 7.5 out of a 
maximum of 9.

The risk profi le thus identifi es the three areas that were 
examined and assigns a level of signifi cance to each. This 
particular profi le shows administrators that they should 
concentrate their efforts on mitigating the higher risks of 5, 
6 or 7.5 out of 9. While it is unwise to ignore the low-risk 
situation entirely, more time can be devoted to establishing 
policies and procedures that would mitigate the risks in the 
other two situations.

This matrix 

can be used to 

identify risks 

associated with 

an existing, long-

standing study 

abroad program.
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This approach might be considered simplistic by many 
professionals but it is a useful tool for administrators of 
small international education offi ces with little support staff 
to help undertake a more substantial risk analysis.

While 5x5 risk matrices do exist and are frequently used 
in the corporate world, international educators will fi nd a 
3x5 matrix more adapted to their needs. In this matrix the 
probability factors remain at low (1), medium (2) and high 
(3) but these take on a slightly different meaning than we 
gave them in the 3x3 matrix: low = rare or unlikely; medium 
= possible and high = likely or almost certain. The impact 
factors will increase to 5 and range from insignifi cant (1), 
minor (2), moderate (3), major (4) and catastrophic (5). 
These impact factors are defi ned as follows: 

• Insignifi cant: no interruption of activities and no lost 
time or reputation damage

• Minor: some interruption of activities, but that is 
managed through the use of alternate activities. 
There may be injury but there is no loss of time. 
There could be some negative publicity in the local 
press.

• Moderate: there is a disruption of activities that can 
have repercussions on the main campus. Injury and 
lost time are likely and this time there could be more 
widespread media attention to the problem.

• Major: all the activities scheduled at the site are 
compromised. There may be serious injury neces-
sitating hospitalization and sustained coverage in the 
national media.

• Catastrophic: all activities are suspended and/or there 
is a fatality. International as well as national media 
attention could result and there would be signifi cant 
repercussions on the main campus, possibly includ-
ing litigation.

That matrix would then look like this:

Now let us explore another set of hypothetical circum-
stances to better understand how this 3x5 matrix would 
work.

University BQX has several of its own programs in de-
veloped countries but students wishing to complete a period 
of study in a developing country need to choose a third-
party provider. Several students have opted for a program 
in Guatemala offering 15 credits studying Spanish, the in-
digenous culture, history, and social and economic issues. A 
major attraction for these students is an optional hands-on 
volunteering element in the outlying farming communities. 
Credit is issued through a regional community college and 
University BQX accepts the transfer of these credits. 

Again, for demonstration purposes, we will limit our 
analysis to the following three sample situations: 1) While 
trekking through the rain forest on a fi eld trip, several 
students get separated from the group; one trips on roots 
in the rain forest and breaks a leg; 2) students are partici-
pating in a program-sponsored cultural outing to Mayan 
ruins when the bus they are riding collides with another bus 
overloaded with farmers on their way to a local market to 
sell their products. Several students, as well as instructors 
accompanying the students, are injured when the bus runs 
off the road and overturns; and 3) rebel forces attack the 
tent village in the countryside where the students are staying 
after classes are over as they pursue their volunteer activi-
ties. Two female students are raped and a male student is 
stabbed while trying to protect them.

In the case of the broken leg suffered during the fi eld 
trip, the probability would be low and the impact would 
probably go from insignifi cant, if the program is well su-
pervised and staffed (thus presuming that someone would 
immediately come looking for the missing students and is 
trained in emergency procedures), to minor if the program 
has to suspend its outing in order to get help for the injured 
student. The incident can be handled completely by on-site 
program administrators. The values would then be 1 x 1 = 1 
or 1 x 2 = 2. 

The bus accident presents a different set of issues to 
deal with. This time outside authorities will have to be 
called in to extricate the victims, evacuate them to appropri-
ate medical facilities and arrange for transportation for the 
others to return to their host families. Since it is possible 
that this incident could arise, the probability factor would 
be 2 and the impact factors could range from minor (2) (the 
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injuries are only minor scrapes and cuts) to moderate (3) 
(the instructors are seriously injured and can no longer teach 
their courses and the students cannot fi nish their semester 
of classes). There are, of course, many other scenarios that 
could accompany this incident. It is not the purpose of this 
article to exhaustively examine all of them, but in the situa-
tion we have described, the values would then be 2 x 2 = 4 
or 2 x 3 = 6.

The third situation (rape and stabbing), while extreme, 
has indeed occurred (at least in separate situations) dur-
ing study abroad programs and has led to litigation (Saint 
Mary’s College). The stakes are indeed higher here than in 
the previous sample situations. This time there is seri-
ous injury necessitating hospitalization for the students. 
Guatemalan media would, no doubt, cover the story and 
the American media would be all over it once the story gets 
out. There would be signifi cant repercussions for the main 
campus in the U.S., including convening the crisis manage-
ment team, informing the Board of Trustees and preparing 
for an assault from the media. 

In this case the probability factor would be medium (2) 
since it has been established that this type of incident had 
happened before in this country, and the impact factors 
would range from:

 major (4) in the case, for example, where a well-creden-
tialed insurance company’s medical evacuation and repatria-
tion coverage had been required of program participants, 
and the insurance company supervised medical care so that 
coursework could be resumed after the situation had been 
dealt with according to the highest of standards; to:

catastrophic (5) if either a) the on-site administrators 
were unable to effectively deal with the crisis (for example, 
there was no provision for the availability of psychologi-
cal counseling for the remaining students, or there were no 
local crisis management plans in place), or b) if any of the 
students died as a result of their injuries.

The risk values would then be 2 x 4 = 8 or 2 x 5 = 10 on 
a scale of 15. Any incident with a risk factor above a 6 would 
need serious attention because it would fall into a medium 
probability versus moderate to catastrophic impact risk. 

The mitigation of risk
Now that we have looked at how to identify risks, decided 
on an acceptable level and estimated the likelihood that they 
would arise, we will look at step four in the risk analysis 

process, which is to assess the university’s ability to miti-
gate these risks. It is here that the university’s risk manager 
and the international education staff will have to assess the 
organization’s ability to cope with the materializing of these 
risks. Mitigation is achieved when plans are developed to 
reduce or eliminate the risk. Here is where the development 
of crisis management protocols is of paramount importance 
as a tool that institutions can use to demonstrate a “reason-
able duty of care.” 

What could have been done in the sample situations we 
provided? In the case of Professor XYZ’s course, fi nan-
cial risk can be mitigated by paying as many of the course 
costs as possible beforehand so as to reduce the expenses 
that would have to be paid should the currency’s value fall 
signifi cantly during the delivery of the course in Europe. 
We have already mentioned that the university had trans-
ferred the medical liability to an insurance company so that 
a third party would handle all medical emergencies when 
they arose. It is therefore incumbent on all international 
education administrators to perform due diligence when 
requiring insurance coverage of all course participants. In 
order to avoid the waste of time involved in staff verifi cation 
of a myriad of different insurance coverages, most universi-
ties now opt for a coverage that they make mandatory for 
all participants (professors as well as students). In that way 
they know the level of services they can count on the insur-
ance company to provide and can direct their attentions to 
mitigating other risks.

In the situation where the student failed to return after 
dinner in Brussels, requiring students to travel in pairs at a 
minimum, equipping them with emergency contact cards 
and furnishing a cell phone to the professor would greatly 
reduce the impact of the crisis. Establishing a protocol of 
the procedures to be followed if that incident should occur 
would enable the professor to handle the situation more 
effi ciently on site and would enable the home institution to 
set in motion the procedures necessary to inform university 
administrators and liaise with the parents to keep them 
informed of what the university is doing to handle the crisis.

Alcohol-related incidents are a bane of university cam-
puses despite on-campus restrictions regarding the serving 
of alcohol to minors. One way to mitigate the likelihood of 
property damage overseas due to alcohol abuse is to check 
with the campus Judicial Board to ensure that students ap-
plying to participate in study abroad programs are not cur-
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rently under campus probation for an alcohol-related offense. 
Another is to make sure that the waiver/release form that 
the students sign mentions that state law prohibits the con-
sumption of alcohol by minors—and that state law travels 
with the students overseas. In this way it becomes possible to 
enforce university policy while the students are overseas and 
thus subject them to a Judicial Board hearing should they 
commit an offense overseas.

Reducing the impact
Despite the gravity of the situations described for the 
Guatemalan program, there are ways to 
reduce the impact of just such events. We 
have already mentioned the transfer of 
risk through appropriate health, medical 
evacuation and repatriation insurance; that 
would mitigate the impact of the incident 
involving the broken leg. In addition, many 
universities now do intensive background 
research on third-party providers before 
allowing students to participate in those 
programs. This allows home campus 
administrators to determine if the ap-
propriate safety nets are in place and if the 
coursework offered approximates the level 
and load of campus-based courses for the 
same credit.

Road accidents are more likely to occur 
in countries where the transportation infrastructure is poor. 
Accidents are more likely to happen when there are poorly 
maintained roads (both paved and unpaved) or extremely 
old vehicles that experience frequent breakdowns (and are 
unreliable, not to mention unsafe!). Programs that do not 
hire transportation companies that possess a fl eet of vehicles 
are more likely to run into loss of time or suspension of an 
activity due to breakdowns; there often simply would be 
no replacement vehicle available to allow the program to 
proceed. This impacts course continuity and could jeopar-
dize the completion of a program, leading to no course credit 
being issued.

The creation of injury protocols can help universities 
better respond to emergencies. In the case where a professor 
is accompanying a group, he or she would be given instruc-
tions on what to do; students, if given emergency contact 
cards, could contact home campus administrators to inform 

them of an injury to a professor. Third-party providers 
should have crisis management plans in effect to replace an 
injured professor, with no resulting downtime in the teach-
ing schedule. It is incumbent upon international educa-
tion administrators to strongly discourage (if not to refuse 
permission to participate for) students from choosing third 
party providers who do not meet safety and/or academic 
standards for their operations. 

Injuries to students are now the leading cause of study 
abroad litigation (Lambrech) but are not limited to overseas 
activities, since injuries are also the fi ber of many lawsuits 

at home. We are increasingly seeing court 
cases against universities for student 
suicides, on-campus rapes and fi re-related 
deaths (Security on Campus). No univer-
sity can completely immunize itself against 
litigation but, if it upholds a “reasonable 
duty of care,” the university is making a 
good-faith effort to provide for the safety 
of its students. This “reasonable duty of 
care” could be called into question in a 
situation in which the university allowed a 
student to participate in a program it had 
not attempted to vet out properly.

Counting the cost
The fi fth step in the risk analysis process 
is that of evaluating the costs versus the 

benefi ts of choosing specifi c risk control solutions. Interna-
tional educators, together with their campus risk managers, 
will need to look at the cases they have identifi ed in the 
fi rst three steps and assign a cost to each of the mitigation 
solutions that they can adapt to reduce the risks identifi ed 
in this process. Many solutions come at little or no cost to 
the university; these would include, for example, laminated 
emergency contact cards or university-negotiated health, 
medical evacuation and repatriation insurance policies. 
Others demand a signifi cant amount of time and work 
to establish and then must be updated on a regular basis. 
Establishing crisis management protocols or performing a 
risk analysis fall into this category, but the return on invest-
ment will be immediately palpable when a crisis arises and 
the university is prepared to respond effectively. In other 
words, some costs can be measured in fi nancial terms and 
others in terms of staff workload. The bottom line is that 
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we must choose whatever solution will allow us to assure 
our students and faculty (and their families) of a “reasonable 
duty of care” and reduce a risk appetite that is greater than 
can feasibly be met by the university.

Monitoring the ongoing effectiveness of the adopted 
risk control solutions is the fi nal step in the process. This 
is a review of the crisis plan implementation as well as an 
examination of the effectiveness of the control processes 
that have been put into place. At this stage there must be a 
continual identifi cation of changes to the risk profi le, and 
then the adaptations needed to effectively respond to those 
changes must be made. Regular audits of programs to verify 
compliance with the policies and procedures that have been 
set in place will need to be carried out. In 
this way, areas in need of improvement 
can be identifi ed and the appropriate risk 
management responses created. Programs 
change, and they operate in changing 
environments. This makes a process of 
modifi cation an ongoing need for interna-
tional educators. If the measures adopted 
result, in practice, in something that was 
not intended, this can be addressed if regu-
lar monitoring of study abroad activities is 
occurring. It is important to remember al-
ways that reducing the likelihood of an event 
occurring is proactive risk management, but 
that reducing the impact of a crisis event is 
reactive risk management.

There are really only fi ve ways to deal 
with risk. The institution can:

a. ignore it and hope that it either will not happen or 
will go away. 

b. choose to share the risk with others (an example 
would be authorizing students to study abroad 
through a recognized third-party provider)

c. transfer the risk through insurance. 
d. reduce the risk by effective management of high-risk 

activities. 
e. forbid activities that would create intolerable risks for 

the institution.
In order, therefore, to carefully manage risk, interna-

tional education administrators must make every attempt 
both to minimize the likelihood of occurrence of potentially 
damaging events and to mitigate any impact on the univer-

sity should they occur. This means a judicious mixture of 
the last four choices listed above.

 Each university must decide for itself what measures of 
probability and impact it will use and how many of these 
measures will be used. There are no right or wrong ap-
proaches to this task. The most diffi cult tasks in this process 
will be obtaining commitment from the university Presi-
dent and his senior staff, establishing a clear assignment of 
responsibilities within the organization for performing the 
risk analysis process, and allocating resources both for the 
development of an enhanced risk awareness by professors, 
students, parents and the university community and for the 
continued training necessary to keep the international offi ce 

staff ready to mount an immediate and 
effective response to a crisis. 

The benefi t of proper 
risk management
Risk management will increase the prob-
ability of success, reduce the impact of 
failure and add a maximum sustainable 
value to all the international activities 
of the university. When strategic plan-
ning is done properly, the result will be 
organizational structure and policies that 
will improve the delivery of international 
education on a daily basis, not just when 
a crisis arises. Integrating risk analysis 
into the crisis management planning of 
an international education offi ce is a form 

of strategic thinking that can propel a university to success 
in its international operations. We must continue to adopt 
good practices that we see at work in the corporate or fi nan-
cial world around us and adapt them to our needs. The time 
has come to tell the actuaries to move over; risk analysis, risk 
management and risk profi ling by international educators 
can help universities more safely provide study abroad op-
portunities to students and heighten their awareness of the 
world around them. 
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This day is called the feast of Crispian:

He that outlives this day and comes safe home,

Will stand a tip-toe when this day is named,

And rouse him at the name of Crispian.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564–1616)

KING HENRY V, ACT IV, SCENE 3 
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Bring ’em Home Safe: 
A Checklist for Student Safety Abroad

Collaboration
Only by effective collaboration and coordination will stu-
dents have any hope of digesting the massive amount of in-
formation they need to contemplate as they pack their bags. 
There is so much to tell them, and so little time. Working 
together helps to minimize duplication and to ensure that 
the prime priorities are emphasized. Here are some of the 
collaborators in safety planning, along with brief observa-

tions about their roles. The fi rst three 
listed, and the last one, have important 
input to the mandatory-for-travelers semi-
annual orientations (one each semester 
for next semester’s travel) that are a key 
ingredient of our safety strategy. The oth-
ers are essential resources for you to work 
with as you develop and refi ne your own 
training methods.

Off-Campus Programs Offi ce

In addition to overall program manage-
ment and oversight, this offi ce has primary 
responsibility for planning and conducting 
the travel orientation.

Campus Health Center

Our resident physician speaks from experience about the 
medical risks students may face. Take this quick quiz your-
self to see if you’d be helped by listening to his presentation:

1.  What is the most common illness experienced by 
travelers?
A. Diarrhea; B. Flu; C. Altitude sickness; D. Hepatitis; 

E. Giardia

2.  What is the leading cause of death in travelers?
A. Heart attack; B. Accidents; C. Cancer; D. Stroke; 

E. Parasites

3.  What is the leading cause of traveler’s diarrhea?
A. Jetlag; B. Dehydration; C. Chemical imbalance; 

D. Malnutrition; E. Food

Abstract: Several stakeholders and service providers must coordi-

nate smoothly for a college to provide safe foreign travel opportuni-

ties. A standard document set should be used, and the essential 

elements for management of risk in international programs, includ-

ing safety specifi cs, should be presented regularly to students in clear 

and consistent orientation sessions, but in an interesting way so 

the concepts stick. This article is based on a presentation made on 

behalf of the National Center for Higher Education Risk Manage-

ment (NCHERM), April 19, 2001.

Intro: What it Takes
Ah, the stories you could tell. The mid-
night call informing parents that their son 
is in a foreign jail cell. The auto accident 
in a country where your students were ex-
pressly told not to drive. The e-mail saying 
Sara’s in the hospital with dengue fever she 
caught in the jungle. The misunderstand-
ing at the border that led to the confi scated 
pickup truck. Your student’s little cross-
cultural gaffes that prompted unexpectedly 
messy imbroglios. Maybe we should have 
titled this article “Bring ‘em back alive!”

You’re only reading this if you have 
something to do with the wide, wide world of student 
travel abroad. We hope that somewhere in this article 
you’ll discover a nugget: something fresh, something novel, 
something you’ve not yet encountered that will help your 
students be ready for one of life’s richest experiences. 

Three elements are crucial to that readiness.
1. Collaboration
2. Preparation
3. Orientation
We’ll address these in order, sharing what we’ve seen 

work well at Westmont College. Then we’ll take you on a 
brief guided tour of the safety segment of Westmont’s for-
eign travel orientation, a PowerPoint presentation designed 
to get our travelers “There and Back ... In One Piece”

Troy Harris, Westmont College
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4.  If you could take one medication with you on your 
trip, what would it be?
A. Pepto-Bismol tablets; B. Sunscreen; C. Analgesic; 

D. Imodium; E.Dramamine
5.  How is Hepatitis A transmitted?

A. Kissing; B. Food and water; C. Sexual contact; 
D. Animal bite; E. Puncture

6.  What kinds of foods are safest to eat?
A. Washed; B. Peeled; C. Cooked; D. Prayed over; 

E. Vegetarian

Answers below.1

Anthropology Department

A cultural anthropologist prepares the 
students for culture shock (forward and 
reverse), and covers the highlights of cul-
tural sensitivity.

Traveling Faculty

You have a priceless resource in the battle-
scarred faculty who have led programs for 
you in the past. We hosted an upscale ca-
tered lunch that attracted them to an occa-
sion for shoptalk with their colleagues. As 
they regaled us with accounts of students’ 
harebrained antics (including clambering 
up an armed embankment in the Middle 
East, or dancing on the precipice at the 
White Cliffs of Dover for instance), we took copious notes 
of the events and their impact on the faculty. These notes 
were then organized into an outline of the issues faculty 
face, forming the basis for what we then knew had to be 
built into our risk management plan. Thus we were able to 
customize our plan and at the same time build a vital bridge 
with faculty by listening and attending to their felt needs.

Another useful tool for faculty is an orientation especial-
ly for them. Get them together for a special time in advance 
to offer them support for their often unanticipated—and 
usually unappreciated—round-the-clock role as mother/
father/teacher/guide/disciplinarian. This will open their 
eyes to the not-necessarily-glamorous reality ahead, and 
will also give them encouragement by seeing that they are 
not entirely alone in coping with the expectable unexpect-
ed—you are on their team too.

Legal Counsel

It’s commonly said that waiver forms “ain’t worth the paper 
they’re printed on.” Still, they have their place—especially 
when seen as an educational opportunity, not just more rig-
marole. The main thing here is to realize that your counsel 
is your counselor, not your mommy. You don’t have to say 
it in legalese. You can make the content readable (i.e., plain 
English) and still cover the important points of acknowl-
edgement and assumption of risk. One value of waivers: 
at least some of your students will have the ethical gump-
tion to not sue you after they said right there on paper that 
they fully understood and voluntarily accepted the risks of 
foreign travel.

Links with Other Departments

Student Life (prepping the Dean for the 
parent calls), the business offi ce (collecting 
and explaining the fees that defray orienta-
tion and insurance program costs)... many 
departments have a role in helping you be 
ready to send your students abroad with a 
good measure of confi dence.

Risk Management

Finally, yet crucially, the Risk Manager’s 
task—beyond presenting the travel safety 
orientation segment—is to quietly and 
diplomatically see that all the parties do 
their part. Putting the resource network 

in place (see below) is just the beginning of the coordination 
role. Ongoing vigilance will help to ensure that gaps and 
overlaps in services are addressed and prevented. And the 
enlightened risk manager will ensure that common sense, 
and the frank acceptance of inevitable risk, permeate the 
overall plan.

Preparation
Documentation

Each school will have its own forms related to the safety 
dimension of travel planning, but the titles and summaries 
of those we use may point to one or more you’ve not yet 
considered (see samples at www.westmont.edu/risk/docs/
foreigntravel.html):

• Participation Agreement (a.k.a. Informed Consent, a.k.a. 
Assumption of Risk, a.k.a. Waiver)—the form that 
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outlines the risks and solicits the student’s agreement to 
voluntarily accept them.

• Medical/Health Information Form—this form gathers 
basic personal medical information for the purpose of 
ensuring that resources are available in advance when 
appropriate, and in response when necessary.

• Travel Safety Manual—a compendium of key points in 
personal safety management, some of which are high-
lighted in the orientation presentation.

• Risk Management Strategy Overview—provided to 
students and their parents so that they’ll see that we’ve 
taken steps to be poised for action if misfortune arises 
while abroad.

• Health Care Agent Designation (and Instructions)—this 
California form may have counterparts in other states. 
The wording and signature process are hard-wired into 
California law, so although we consider the form cum-
bersome, there’s nothing we can do about it.

Insurance

You already have the standard liability policies in place 
(general liability,2 employment practices and/or educators’ 
legal liability, domestic workers’ compensation, and others). 
Exposures and insurance requirements differ by country 
and by activity; all insurance issues should be reviewed by 
and discussed with your insurance consultant. Here are 
some additional insurance products that can help distribute 
your risk.

• Student Health Coverage—a study conducted by USC 
found, under close scrutiny, that of 32 students in the 
foreign travel program being investigated, only two of 
their parents’ health insurance policies would have pro-
vided meaningful coverage for their student in the event 
of an accident abroad. Consequently, at Westmont we 
now require all students to be rostered on our standard 
student health policy, which is expressly worldwide in 
scope. This is modest, “safety-net” coverage that works 
in coordination with any parental coverage that may be 
available. But we, and the students, are assured by this 
arrangement that if a medical need arises, there will be 
some help ultimately.3

• Foreign Auto—if there’s any possibility that a faculty 
member will be driving a vehicle in another country, this 
policy will cover important gaps that may arise between 
the statutory-limit insurance you must purchase in 

that country, and the level of limits typically carried at 
home.4 For instance, Mexican law requires basic insur-
ance, but it is very basic. However, when we get a car 
(whether owned, rented or borrowed) insured with an 
admitted carrier in Mexico, the liability limits of our in-
ternational auto coverage will kick in to provide supple-
mental protection. Remember, this coverage is strictly 
for employees driving on offi cial business. It does not 
cover pleasure side trips by faculty, or any motor vehicle 
use by students. Also, this coverage protects only the in-
stitution and does not replace any statutory obligations 
which may remain with the driver.

• Foreign Workers’ Compensation—many domestic policies 
will provide coverage for U.S. hires while traveling on 
company business subject to certain limitations, includ-
ing duration of travel. If you hire employees overseas—
local nationals or third-country nationals—check with 
your insurance advisor to ensure the proper coverage is 
in place. It’s crucial to realize that what constitutes an 
employee/employer relationship varies by jurisdiction. 
Laws and exposures vary greatly by country and should 
be addressed on an individual basis. Insurance coverage 
will vary by carrier and by state. Confused? No wonder. 
Verify your policy terms with your broker. The expo-
sure here is high; don’t get caught off guard.

Check, too, to be sure you have medical evacuation 
and repatriation coverage for your employees. Many 
workers’ compensation policies include this, and there 
may be overlap with your International Assistance 
Provider coverage (see next checkpoint). Just be sure 
you have a way to get your faculty and staff home in the 
event of a medical emergency.

• Kidnap and Ransom—this coverage is very affordable, 
and can offer signifi cant peace of mind. Some policies 
include a limited but helpful amount of consulting on 
prevention and crisis planning. The agency retained 
by the carrier to be on tap in event of emergency may 
offer ancillary services such as evacuation planning and 
assistance, included or for a fee. (Caveat: It’s generally 
advisable to keep very short the list of those people who 
are privy to the existence of this coverage.)

International Assistance Provider (IAP)

An absolute must-have is the fi rm that will immediately 
jump in to assist with any crisis that occurs. While the 
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specifi c services and limits of each agency will be somewhat 
differentiated, they all typically provide:

• Pre-trip emergency planning services
• Round-the-clock communications support (emergency 

message relay and translation)
• Medical services coordination, and payment or advances 

as necessary to secure such services
• Supervised medical evacuation (sometimes with family 

accompaniment)
• Repatriation of mortal remains
• Assistance with lost items (passports, luggage, etc.)

Westmont has used a company called Worldwide As-
sistance, whose plan is inexpensive ($25 per traveler per 
year), broad ($100,000 medevac limit), and effective. We’ve 
appreciated their able assistance with medical situations in 
such places as Honduras, Thailand and India.

Some IAPs offer medical insurance, legal insurance, bag-
gage insurance, and other travel-related services.

Advisor Network

Altogether, eight entities participate in the coordinated sup-
port of our off-campus programs.

• The Off Campus Programs offi ce
• Risk Management offi ce

• Insurance brokerage (preferably a fi rm with worldwide 
presence, or at least extensive international contacts)

• Liability insurance carrier
• International assistance provider (IAP)

• Student accident and sickness coverage
• Kidnap/security/crisis management consultant
• Campus crisis management team

Your students, and their parents, should be comforted 
to realize that you’ve assembled this team of specialists who 
are ready to respond to any misfortune that may arise.

Orientation
A high-quality orientation program will include the ele-
ments identifi ed here:

Students and Faculty

Students and faculty both need to hear the same story—the 
former for the obvious reasons, and the latter so they’ll 
know what the students were told!

Focused Time

Ample time needs to be set aside for the orientation pro-
gram. We’ve found that by meticulous planning most of 
what needs to be covered can be fi t into a Saturday session.

Careful Topic Selection

These key topics are essential parts of the program:
• Cultural Adjustments and Sensitivity—many students 

have never experienced a cross-cultural immersion. 
Training on culture shock will help them to not be 
caught off-guard by the sensations and emotions they 
will predictably experience. Guidance on how to relate 
with people of other cultures will enable them to act 
and relate in more appropriate ways. And a warning to 
expect reverse culture shock upon their return prepares 
them for typical responses they will have, including 
being overwhelmed at seeing our malls and well-stocked 
supermarkets again, and realizing that what has been so 
profound for them may engender little more than idle 
curiosity among their friends and family, whose lives 
stayed pretty much the same during the time away.

• Medical Factors—the quiz earlier in this article on health 
factors gives a good sense of what the students need to 
hear, and why. Some comments on eating disorders are 
also in order, as this has become one of the most com-
mon and vexing challenges on alien soil.

• Safety Briefi ng—the following pages will summarize 
what we’ve found good to tell travelers, as they pack, 
about how to increase the likelihood of their safe return.

Off-Campus Programs:
Academic, staffi ng, travel, 

and administration.

Crisis Management Team:
College staff trained for 

effective response.

Risk Management:
Coordinate these resources; 

assist with training.

Corporate Risk, 
International: Advise on 

international affairs.

Arthur Gallagher Co.:
International network of 
offi ces available to help.

Health Insurance:
Worldwide coverage for 
accident and sickness.

United Educators:
Insurance company with 

special expertise.

Worldwide Assistance:
An international assistance 

provider.
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Engaging Presentation

We want our entertainment-glazed students to stay awake 
for this important material, so we use variety and pacing to 
make the program interesting for them. Video clips can cap-
ture their attention: Baraka (a spectacular music-only trav-
elogue) can run in the background during a meal; excerpts 
from Bamboo Palace (two American girls jailed in Bangkok as 
unwitting accomplices to a drug smuggling operation) can 
serve as an object lesson in not being naïve.

The well-considered use of real-life stories, and of 
PowerPoint tools, can captivate and hold them. Crisply 
organized presentations will keep the precious time from 
dragging, or feeling wasted. Contests, 
games and quizzes—as long as they’re 
not too corny—can keep the pace lively. 
Prizes and refreshments should be avail-
able as well.

Follow-up

Two kinds of follow-up are recommend-
ed—one before departure and one after 
return. Initially, a checklist of who needs 
what information, when, from whom, and 
in what sequence can ensure that no im-
portant steps were overlooked before they 
head up the boarding ramp. And then 
fi nally, an evening set aside for post-excur-
sion debriefi ng allows them to process, in a 
safe and understanding environment, what 
they experienced both abroad and upon 
return. This is also an excellent occasion 
to inquire about which aspects of their 
orientation session were useful to them, 
and which should be enhanced for optimal 
effectiveness.

And now we’ll go... There and Back 

(Sample Safety Briefi ng)

Technical Aside
Before we get started, let’s talk about the whys and the 
wherefores of the graphical elements used for the presenta-
tion’s varying spectators. Basically, the student version is 
designed with an energetic, contained-wildness effect. The 
online version for professional program planners (similar to 

the following) is, on the other hand, rather emasculated in 
order to keep the download times short and avoid offend-
ing that audience; it is essentially a stripped-down demo. 
Both electronic versions can be viewed from links at www.
westmont.edu/risk. Obviously, the printed version forsakes 
all hope of being “dynamic.”

Use a Contemporary Font, Like “Chiller”

The student generation seems to think us old windbags 
may be okay after all when they see us use a contemporary 
font like Chiller. In the real show it’s used throughout, but 
for demonstration purposes we mostly use Tahoma, a font 

that’s a bit easier on our tired old eyes.

Graphics and Animation Effects

A number of the graphics and slide objects 
are animated for the student version, but 
bandwidth limitations led to their being 
pulled from the professional demo.

Varying Background Colors

Both electronic versions use solid back-
ground colors that change with each sec-
tion of the presentation. This is a subtle 
form of interest-maintenance, which of 
course cannot be replicated here.

Intro
Not Scare—Prepare

We want our students to travel. We want 
them to experience the exhilaration and 
the mind-bending that can only be found 
outside the comfort zone. We don’t want 
to scare them away from the program. 

However, we need them to know that they must assume 
the attendant risks deliberately and voluntarily. We want 
their consent to be informed, so that’s how we frame what 
follows.

Westmont Stories

The vignettes you read back at the beginning of this article 
are taken from our own crucible. We speak fi rsthand of 
the current-era Westmont students whose lives have been 
touched by trouble along their itineraries. Bad things do 
happen to good people, we say—people we know and love.

We want our stu-

dents to travel—

we don’t want to 

scare them away 

from the program. 

However, we need 

them to know that 

they must assume 

the attendant risks 

deliberately and 

voluntarily.
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Resources
Resource Network

We point to the network described earlier, the eight entities 
ready and waiting to help them in time of need.

Embassies and Consulates

Yet another resource available to them is the U.S. State 
Department. But just as the two coeds in Bamboo Palace 
discovered, the local embassy is not armed with magic bul-
lets. A very helpful summary of what one can—and can-
not—expect from the State Department is included in their 
information packet and called to their attention at this point 
in the program.

Fees
On Campus = Insurance + Services; 

Off Campus = Insurance + Services

At Westmont, all students studying 
abroad are charged a fee similar to the 
health fee charged to those who remain on 
campus. The latter pays for accident and 
sickness insurance, and helps defray the 
cost of operating the campus health center. 
The former pays for accident and sickness 
insurance too, but for academic travelers 
the balance of the fee contributes to cover-
ing these off-campus program costs:

• Insurances—as identifi ed earlier.
• Orientation—program materials and 

other expenses
• Pouches and Kwikpoints—All students are provided a 

passport pouch designed to be worn under clothing and 
around the waist or neck. It is suitable for keeping cash 
hidden from the bad guys. It also contains the Kwik-
point card, a multi-paneled plasticized compendium of 
graphic images representing the most common kinds of 
situations and transactions one may encounter abroad 
(emergency, medical, dining, transportation, currency, 
numbers and so on)—pictures worth a thousand words 
in any language you can’t speak. (Check out www.
kwikpoint.com.) The pouch and Kwikpoint card cost 
roughly $5 each.

• Program Admin—Some of the funding is available to 
partially defray other costs involved in helping create the 
opportunity for students to have this experience.

The USC Study

To help them understand our mandatory health insurance 
plan, we tell them what USC learned in their 2-of-32 analy-
sis cited earlier.

As indicated in an endnote below, we’ve learned the hard 
way that the complexities of who-will-pay-for-what, if a 
student is injured abroad, are very diffi cult to communicate 
effectively. But we give them at least a basic overview of 
the role of insurance in medical situations abroad. We are 
still refi ning our approach, and must confess we haven’t yet 
solved this one. 

[For most of the rest of this article, our narrator’s voice 

will be addressed to the student audience as if we are 

actually giving the presentation. For 

the next bits, pretend you are a student 

attending a Westmont travel-abroad 

mandatory orientation session. Stay 

awake and enjoy!]

NOT Your Property!

We hasten to add that we currently have 
no coverage for your “stuff.” And usually 
the airlines won’t cover some of your most 
valuable things—even if the airline lost 
them. The IAP might advance money to 
replace some things, but they’ve probably 
got to be reimbursed.

Preparation
Even before you depart, there are things you can do to help 
you return home safe and well.

Wallet: Sanitize It; Fake It

Take the things that really matter out of your wallet and put 
them in your hidden passport pouch. Then put an expired 
driver’s license, a cancelled credit card, some color copies of 
your favorite photos, and a little cash in the wallet that you’ll 
offer the robbers to make them go away.

Luggage: Distinguish It

Make sure that, as everybody’s baggage meanders around 
the carousel, you can immediately spot your black roller bag 
among the thousands of virtually identical others that just 
came off the same plane.

The complexi-

ties of who-will-

pay-for-what, if a 

student is injured 

abroad, are very 

diffi cult to commu-

nicate effectively.
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Documentation: Copy It

Put a copy of your itinerary in each piece of luggage so that 
when it gets left behind in Greece, the airline knows where 
to ship it to you in Italy.

Prescription? Pack It

Take with you a copy of prescriptions for any medicines 
you need, in both brand-name and generic form. And don’t 
overlook your corrective lens prescription (pack an extra set 
of these).
 
En Route
Be alert to these hazards as you head for your destination:

The Scams

• Airport Shuttle—You get on at parking lot and toss your 
fl ight bag on the luggage rack. Big group gets on at Ter-
minal A, pushing you to the back. Well-dressed woman 
with child gets on at Terminal B. It doesn’t dawn on 
you until the shuttle is heading for Terminal D that the 
nice-looking lady and her kid hopped off at Terminal 
C—with your fl ight bag! Protection: We think you can 
fi gure this one out.

• Fanny Pack—Young track star comes up behind you 
and uses his X-Acto™ knife to slice the strap on your 
fanny pack. Are you gonna chase him? And leave the 
rest of your valuable gear unattended on the fl oor of the 
waiting room?? Protection: At the very least, the fanny-
pack model with a metal-cabled strap. In any event, keep 
your essentials in your hidden passport pouch instead.

• Hooks in the Head—One airport removed the conve-
nient hooks on the back of the restroom doors in the 
ladies room in order to foil purse-snatchers. They were 
surprised to fi nd them re-installed a week later—by 
the purse-snatchers, of course, for whom the cost of a 
few purse pegs was only a fraction of their weekly net 
revenue. Protection: Keep it on your lap.

• Late Boarders—You don’t like sitting crowded on board 
any longer than you must, so wait for the last call. Un-
fortunately, the only space they can fi nd for your carry-
on is near the front of the cabin, and you’re seated near 
the rear. Hmmm, a ripe situation for the observant and 
opportunistic thief seated in row 4C. Protection: Be ready 
to train an eagle eye on your bag, and be ready to scream 
bloody murder.

They’re Professionals

Sad but true, a few of the smiling, well-groomed people in 
business attire can afford to dress well because of the good 
money they pull in roaming the airports. No wonder they’re 
smiling! These crooks wake up in the morning thinking 
about which terminal they’ll hit up today, and hopping in 
their car to join the rest of the commuting public on their 
way to work.

En Garde
Here are a few more ways you can guard against unpleasant 
surprises along the way.

• Scanner Buddy—Have your friend go through the body 
scanner fi rst, waiting on the other side for you to send 
the luggage through the parcel scanner. That will thwart 
the team that works like this: after you lay your luggage 
the x-ray conveyor, Bad Guy One butts in front of you 
as you step toward the body scanner. The metal in his 
pocket is there on purpose—so you’ll get stuck behind his 
feigned confusion while Bad Guy Two heads down the 
concourse with your treasures.

• Baggage Claim Race—Hot-foot it to the carousel. 
Given the context here, we shouldn’t need to explain 
why.

• Farthest Stall—Take a stall next to a wall so there are 
only two sides instead of three for the thief to reach 
under.

• Don’t Risk Your Life—Remember, in some countries 
what’s pocket change for you could be a year’s wages for 
the locals. Money is not worth fi ghting over.

Upon Arrival
Once you arrive in your destination city, here are other tips 
to remember.

• Taxis—If possible, settle on cost of trip in advance. 
Then, pay up while you’re still in the car so the milling 
crowd doesn’t see the wad of cash from which you’re 
peeling bills.

• “Watch Out For Pickpockets”—In Rome, the cops took 
down this sign, but the pickpockets kept putting it back 
up. Why? Because when people see the sign they slap 
the pocket containing their wallet—just to be sure it’s 
still secure—and the surveilling pickpockets can see 
right where to aim for maximum effectiveness. Remem-
ber, pickpockets often work in pairs or teams, using 
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distraction as their basic ploy. Carry your valuables in a 
concealed and inaccessible location, having within ready 
reach only what you may need for expected transac-
tions—and being ready to let go of that for the sake of 
your personal safety.

Register at Consulate

Let the State Department know you’re in the country. De-
spite their limitations, there are a number of ways they can 
be extremely valuable to you in a tough situation.

Phone Home...Collect

Work it out with your folks that they’ll accept one collect 
call from you in each place you alight. 
That will give you a chance to be sure 
you can use the phones successfully, and 
also to reassure your anxious parents that 
you’re still safe and well. In addition, have 
your phone card (with your PIN, or part 
of it at least, memorized) and some local 
coins with you at all times, so that you 
have backup means for making emergency 
calls. When it takes you a confused and 
frustrated half hour just to place that test 
call, you’ll understand why we suggest try-
ing it before you’re really in need.

On Site
Now that you’ve safely arrived at your destination, stay safe 
by remembering the following measures.

Attire: Dress as a Safety Issue

Yes, how you dress can affect your safety in various ways. 
Here are a couple of them:

• American Identity—In some countries an American fl ag 
t-shirt might not be the wisest wardrobe choice.

• Modesty—Some cultures take deep offense at, or attri-
bute inaccurate meaning to, the amount of skin custom-
arily visible in America. “When in Rome ...” is a good 
guideline here. (Well, except perhaps in certain south 
Pacifi c islands where a loincloth suffi ces for both sexes.)

Where Are You?

• Avoid American Icons—Recent developments have made 
obvious the dangers abroad of hanging out a McDon-

alds or the Hard Rock Café—or around U.S. military 
installations.

• Buddy System—Do your window-shopping and mu-
seum-hopping in pairs.

Harassment (Sexual and Otherwise)

Please don’t wait till three months after your return to 
fi nally confi de to your best friend that you were approached 
inappropriately. It’s important, for the safety of your suc-
cessors on such programs, that you come forward discretely 
but immediately to your faculty sponsor, so the matter can 
be handled as delicately as possible while it’s still fresh and 
while the sponsor is still in-country to deal with it. Remem-

ber, they have access to resources back 
at home by phone to help them carefully 
weigh how best to respond for your pro-
tection and for the sake of future students. 
Obviously, we don’t want you or your suc-
cessors in travel to be harassed in any way, 
sexually or otherwise. Please report any 
kind of harm intended toward you.

Vehicles

You do not, under any circumstances, 
have Westmont’s offi cial blessing to drive 
a motor vehicle in any foreign country. 
Your faculty advisors do not have the 
authority to override this rule. If you rent 

or borrow a motor vehicle, you do so absolutely, entirely, 
at your own risk. Don’t expect Westmont to come bail you 
out of this kind of trouble, and don’t look to us to pay any 
part of any resulting damages or liability.

Rules, Rules, Rules!

We know you’ve heard it all before, but... the rules are for 
your own good and the good of the whole group, and we 
have as few of them as possible. Remember, your absence, 
injury, or undue delay can wreak havoc on the hopes and 
dreams of your whole cadre of traveling companions.

Emergency
The U.S. is a Dangerous Place?

Murder, rape, riots, earthquakes, tornadoes—these get top 
billing on World News Tonite, which the whole world 
watches. As far as the foreigner knows—viewing TV from 

Let the State 

Department know 

you’re in the coun-

try. Despite limita-

tions, they can be 

valuable to you in 

rough situations.
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the comfort of his straw hut or igloo—mayhem is rampant 
in everyday American life.

Just as we know that’s not entirely true, the same holds 
for the countries we’d typically be afraid to travel in. Most 
everybody in most countries lives a quiet, peaceful, normal 
life. There are places in the U.S. generally regarded as un-
safe; likewise in other countries. But a little common sense 
and paying attention can reduce one’s risk of harm many-
fold.

Increased Risk and Severity

What is signifi cantly different abroad, though, is the range 
of challenges confronting the victim of misfortune. The 
distractions and unfamiliarity of the traveler throw him/her 
off balance, increasing the likelihood of problems in the fi rst 
place. Then language barriers, varying laws and customs, 
different standards of care—all of these come into play, 
compounding the impact of any problem faced in a foreign 
land. As a result, even small problems can quickly become 
big problems.

One Worldwide Number

Your Kwikpoint card has on it the one phone number for 
you to call (collect) from anywhere in the world, at any time, 
day or night. Also on that card, right next to the phone 
number is a list of the things you’ll need to be ready to tell 
the emergency operator.

Whatever your need—medical, legal, lost or stolen 
property, or any other bona fi de emergency—these are the 
people who are trained and ready to assist you. They are 
not magicians, and we can’t guarantee that you’ll be spared 
all pain or inconvenience if something bad happens. But we 
know from experience that they—and we!—will actively 
and diligently seek to help you in whatever way is possible.

Basic Crime Survival Training

It’s possible you may not be able to score 100 if we quizzed 
you tomorrow on what follows. But it’s our hope that you 
will be listening well enough for the next few minutes so 
that if, heaven forbid, you become a victim of crime, your 
psyche will have this session to draw from and you will be 
able to minimize any consequences.

• General Guidelines
– Do not try to intimidate or be aggressive. Instead, 

maintain a polite, open, and confi dent demeanor.

– Keep your hands visible; move slowly with precise 
gestures.

– Respond to requests, but do not offer more than 
what is requested.

– Keep your emotions in check.
• Robbery and Armed Assault—If you are directly threat-

ened by an armed person:
– Never take physical risks for property or money
– Remain calm and maintain personal composure.
– Do not be aggressive. Do not try to escape.
– Do what you are told within reason.

• Shootings and Crossfi re—If you hear gunfi re when on 
foot:

– Take immediate cover on the ground.
– Determine the direction of the fi ring. Are you 

and/or your companions a target of the fi ring?
– If possible, improve your protection by crawling 

into a ditch/hole, behind a wall, or inside a build-
ing.

– Leave the scene only after the fi ring has ceased.
• If you hear gunfi re while in a building:

– Keep clear of windows and doors.
– Take shelter in the best protected areas such as the 

bathroom, basement, etc.
• Bombings—If you are caught in the midst of a shelling:

– Take immediate cover on the ground. Lie fl at, face 
down.

– Protect your eardrums by covering your ears with 
your hands and keeping your mouth open slightly 
to balance the pressure from the blasts.

– If possible, improve your protection from frag-
mentation of the shells by taking cover in a ditch/
hole or the ground fl oor of a building with solid 
concrete walls. Never take shelter under a vehicle.

– Leave the area only after the shelling has ceased 
(this should be common sense!).

• Civil Disturbances and Natural Disasters—If you hear 
sirens, explosions, or gunfi re:

– Stay where you are if at all possible
– Immediately take cover under a heavy object such 

as a table or stand in an interior doorway.
– Keep curtains closed and stay away from windows 

or open areas.
– Use good judgment in determining when it is safe 

again to move.
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• Kidnapping and Hostage Situations—Basic Rules for 
Survival:

– Be cautious of heroics. This may lead to death at 
the hands of a nervous or inexperienced member of 
the kidnapping group.

– Remain calm, composed, and cooperative.
– Focus on pleasant scenes. Recall favorite Psalms, 

other Bible passages, or prayers. You might try 
to recollect the plots of books or movies. Mental 
activity is extremely important.

– Build rapport by drawing attention to your own 
and others’ human needs like hunger and thirst.

– Be reluctant to give up your identifi cation or 
clothes. Loss of such personal belongings is de-
moralizing. Hostage takers can 
use them for bargaining. Try not 
to accept an exchange of clothes 
with hostage takers. This could 
put you in greater danger in case 
of an attempted rescue.

– Be conscious of your body lan-
guage as well as your speech. Do 
not say or do anything to arouse 
the hostility or suspicion of your 
captors.

– Encourage your captors to let 
authorities know of your where-
abouts and condition.

– If several people are kidnapped together, consider 
appointing one person to speak on behalf of the 
group with the captors.

We’ll Never Forget You!

If you do get into a bind, you’ll need to be patient. You’ll 
need to pray. And you’ll need to remember that we’re doing 
everything we can to get you taken care of.

A couple of years ago, when Joe was in the Tijuana jail 
after the auto/truck accident that took him there, he began 
to assume, during those lonely hours, that we’d simply 
headed back to the States without him. He had no way of 
knowing we spent every moment of those nine long hours 
seeking his freedom, chasing all over town in the wee hours 
looking for ATMs, withdrawing cash to tap the limit of all 
the cards we could fi nd, trying to raise the “bail” needed for 
his release.

There may be times when your rescuers seem slow in ar-
riving, but if we know you’re in trouble, we’ll stop at nothing 
to get you home safe!

Forms and Docs
[In the live presentation] We’ll spend a few minutes intro-
ducing the documents listed here, helping you to under-
stand why they’re important and how to properly complete 
them. We don’t want you to turn them in now, though. 
You need to take them with you, read them carefully, call if 
you have any questions, and then turn them in.

• Participation Agreement
• Health Care Agent Designation

We want to also call your attention to the manual that 
contains all of the tips we’ve suggested 
here, and more. Please carry it with you 
throughout your trip.

• Travel Safety Manual

Conclusion
At the beginning of this session [that is, 
in the live presentation, though not in the 
print version] we asked how many of you 
remember reading the exploits of Pad-
dington Bear with your parents. Those 
who know Paddington will recall that in 
every chapter he precipitates a crisis, and 
by the end of the chapter he has miracu-

lously escaped. That is our wish for you as you travel...
May all your disasters

turn out like Paddington’s!

Postscript to the Professional
This article is subtitled “A Checklist for Student Safety 
Abroad,” even though you’ve not seen empty checkboxes to 
tick off along the way. But we trust you have spotted that 
one nugget, or even a few of them, that can help make your 
comprehensive student travel program even more robust. 

What you’ve just read is a work in progress, constantly 
being shaped, honed, refi ned. Please use it as a springboard 
to collaborate with your colleagues. Invest in the kind of 
preparation suggested above, and give your students an ori-
entation experience that will seal in their minds two things:

• How much they can do to keep themselves safe; and
• How very much we will try to do to assist them in need.

Our wish for you 

as you travel: 

“May all your 

disasters turn 

out like Padding-

ton’s!”
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We’d like to acknowledge the input and generosity of 
the following individuals and organizations, whose con-
tributions were crucial to our designing a comprehensive 
program that, a few years after inception, could be ranked as 
state-of-the-art in study abroad preparedness.

• Pam Rypkema, formerly of United Educators
• Debbie Russell, Aon Risk Services
• John Watson, Pepperdine University (now with Arthur J. 

Gallagher)
• Michael Leming, St. Olaf College
• Bill Stevenson, John Brown University
• Dick Hildreth, Corporate Risk International
• Faculty and Administration, Westmont College

We’ll never prevent all calamities, but certainly our ad-
vance efforts can lean fortune in our favor. And by growing 
in our readiness to respond to the needs that do arise, we 
can enhance our ability to “Bring ‘em Home Safe.”
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Endnotes
1  Answers to health quiz: 1-A; 2-B; 3-E; 4-A; 5-B; 6-B
2  Make sure your GL policy: a) does not exclude any countries you’ll be trav-

eling in; b) includes suits brought in the U.S. (even for occurrences outside 

the U.S.); and c) does not exclude students [some do!]. The majority of 

claims involve student injuries.
3  Explaining to travelers the complex relationship between parental health 

insurance, college health insurance, and international assistance provider 

coverages can be very challenging. No matter how clearly or cleverly we’ve 

heretofore tried to describe it during the orientation, we’ve found that 

when a need arises our travelers have been completely clueless about who 

will pay for what.
4  This coverage is strictly excess to the legal minimum limits in the ap-

plicable country. Therefore, if you fail to, or elect not to, purchase local 

insurance, you will be liable for all claims under the local limit.



One thorn of experience is worth 

a whole wilderness of warning.

—JAMES RUSSELL LOWELL (1819–1891), AMONG MY BOOKS
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Abstract: This essay seeks to examine how risk management in an 
international setting might differ from risk management in a home-
culture setting. It will discuss judgment and risk management, 
with a special emphasis on practical suggestions for international 
programs. While this comes out of experience in risk management 
in developing countries, much of it can be applied to programs 
in any international or cross-cultural setting. 
Drawing on the fi elds of both study abroad and 
wilderness education, this essay is not intended 
to be a comprehensive literature review on risk 
management in study abroad or in wilderness 
education, but to help risk managers who may 
be dealing with international programs think 
about some of the potential additional challenges 
they will face. This article is an adaptation of 
an article fi rst published in Frontiers: The In-
terdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, Fall 
2003. Some of the specifi c examples are compos-
ites or modifi ed to preserve confi dentiality.

Background
This essay is informed by the experience 
of the International Sustainable Development Studies 
Institute program (www.isdsi.org), an international study-
abroad program based in Chiang Mai, Thailand. The 
ISDSI programs are a fusion of cross-cultural learning with 
outdoor experiential education for American college and 
university students. The academic core is focused on people, 
the environment and development, with deep immersion 
into local cultures and communities. ISDSI has developed 
“Expedition Field Courses,” which are month-long block 
courses (four per semester), exploring specifi c issues in 
depth, such as political ecology and watershed management, 
island cultures and ecologies, etc. A large part of the time 
these courses are in remote areas, such as villages, islands or 
other non-traditional study abroad locations. In addition to 
the academic focus, this requires competency in two areas: 

cross-cultural skills (language, knowledge of local norms, 
etc.) as well as the expedition skills to travel safely (leader-
ship, technical skills like backpacking or sea kayaking, etc.). 
This combination of elements led us to spend a great deal 
of time studying wilderness-based risk management and ap-
plying it to the different demands and context of an inter-

national and cross-cultural setting. Even 
with urban-based courses, risk manage-
ment is an important part of what we do, 
and an essential skill we, in turn, teach our 
students. In the fall of 2002 we worked 
with the National Outdoor Leadership 
School (NOLS) Professional Training on 
a risk management audit, which helped to 
refi ne and improve ISDSI’s risk manage-
ment plan and procedures, with a follow-
up with the School for Field Studies in 
the Spring of 2005. Now a core part of 
what we are doing is taking risk manage-
ment principles from the wilderness and 
applying those management techniques to 
dealing with cross-cultural hazards.

What Changes Abroad?
There are several aspects of risk management that change 
when one goes abroad, from the more obvious to the less 
obvious. These can be broadly grouped into changes in 
context and changes in culture. 

Contextual changes: Four key changes in context have 
a bearing on risk management in an international setting: 
language, culture, expectations, and infrastructure. Language 
shifts are sometimes the most critical, since if the local 
language is different than that of the leaders and/or par-
ticipants, all communication outside the group will involve 
at least one party using a second language. Key questions 
leaders and risk managers in these contexts need to consider 
are how they are going to ensure clear communication, from 
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logistics (when you are to be picked up), to emergency com-
munications (who is going to understand you if you talk on 
the radio?). Even when one shares a common language, key 
differences in dialect (e.g., from American to Australian) are 
important at least to be aware of in advance. Culture changes 
(described more fully below) are important to consider, even 
if the interaction with local people may be limited to the 
pickup from the airport. Culture shapes legal systems, ex-
pectations about time, and other factors. Expectations which 
we have about specifi c contextual “facts” (e.g., everyone has a 
phone at home) need to be critically examined to help fi gure 
out areas where we might expect something (“If I fi nd a 
house, I can make a phone call”) that may not be the case in 
that specifi c setting. Our expectations about what a “hospi-
tal” is, for example, may be signifi cantly different from the 
local expectations (“hospital” may not be equal to “doctors 
present,” for example). The time to fi nd out the difference 
is, of course, before you have an incident, not in the middle 
of one. Finally, infrastructure can be considerably different in 
an international setting, from different types of traffi c lights 
and road systems, to phones, to the existence or capacity of 
local emergency services. As we venture into the wilderness 
or into developing countries, it is often to get away from the 
trappings of our high-tech, industrialized world. We do, 
however, usually expect that the support systems of that 
sort of infrastructure will be available for us as we work to 
manage risk. For example, when looking at evacuation times, 
the seasonal nature of roads needs to be examined. A stu-
dent on a program once asked, when examining the author’s 
4WD truck (with knobby tires, a high suspension system, 
air-intake snorkel, winch, petrol cans, roof rack, fog lights, 
hi-lift jack, etc.), “Do you go off-roading a lot?” Nope—that 
is what you need for the roads some places in Thailand!

Cultural Shifts
While language is a part of the shift in culture, important 
cultural shifts also include defi nitions of risk, wilderness, 
time and distance, as well as how one thinks of spatial 
relationships. Defi nitions of risk can include different under-
standing of how things happen (fate vs. free will), as well 
as different understandings and assessments of probability 
or severity, based on cultural values. What is wilderness or 
rural can vary greatly, since while people in North America 
think of “wilderness” as having no human presence, in many 
places in the world, people have lived in the “wilderness” 

for hundreds or thousands of years (as they did in North 
America until the recent past). Because of this, the risks 
of operating in the “wilderness” will be different, changing 
both the resources available (a whole village may be able to 
help with carrying out an injured participant) as well as the 
hazards (not everyone will be a friendly “native” as is often 
assumed). Identifi ed “rural” areas share these risks, with the 
added complication of human presence magnifi ed. 

Conceptions of time and distance are shaped by culture, 
as most travelers learn. How this might impact risk manage-
ment plans, as well as create unfamiliar hazards, needs to be 
considered. Local ideas of time may not only leave a party 
waiting at the trailhead or a village for a pickup, but can im-
pact how long a reputed “short and easy” section of trail may 
take. Finally, spatial relationships vary across cultures, and 
while having maps can help to understand the terrain from 
an “objective” viewpoint, there are a lot of resources available 
through talking with local people. For example, the Akha, 
a tribal group in mainland Southeast Asia, includes spatial 
relationships in their language as a matter of course (who is 
where on the mountainside), while other groups may orient 
things to landmarks rather than to North or South.

A key part of risk management in an international set-
ting would be to take the above contextual and cultural risks 
(and others), and work through how they impact your risk 
management plan. How do things change when you can’t 
understand local emergency response personnel? How do 
things change when there are no emergency response per-
sonnel? What assumptions (from “safety” to defi ning “risk”) 
do you have to reevaluate in an international and cross-
cultural setting? Each of these challenges can be managed 
and compensated for, but, as with plans to manage more 
traditional risks, they need to be identifi ed and examined 
in advance.

The Nature of Risk
What is risk? How do accidents happen? Priest and Gass 
(1997) argue that accidents occur when accident potential is 
realized. Accident potential is the overlap between environ-
mental dangers (objective dangers, outside human control) 
and human dangers (subjective, or within human control). 
The probability of an accident “is greatly infl uenced by the 
relative strengths and numbers of dangers present, as well 
as the proactive, active and reactive countermeasures you 
take” (Priest and Gass, 1997, p. 88-89). It is the interaction 
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between these objective and subjective factors that leads to 
accidents. In the wilderness this might be the combination 
of a steep snow slope and deteriorating weather (environ-
mental dangers) with an inadequately equipped group (hu-
man dangers). In an international situation, this could be 
seen in the environmental danger of being in a foreign city 
(driving in heavy traffi c on the “wrong” side of the road) and 
the human danger of participants not paying attention.

The distinction between objective and subjective dangers 
can be extended from the wilderness into international and 
cross-cultural settings, because it helps to identify where the 
risks are (environmental or human) and what the response 
should be (avoiding, removing or deal-
ing with risk). Rather than lumping all 
“dangers” into one category, this distinc-
tion is useful for international programs 
as it allows risk management plans to 
defi ne and deal with very different types 
of dangers, which, as discussed above, may 
include cultural or contextual hazards that 
are signifi cantly different than the “home” 
context.

The Risk Assessment Formula
Graydon and Hanson’s classic way of as-
sessing accident potential is useful in eval-
uating risks and cross-cultural hazards. “You can look at risk 
assessment as a kind of formula. It can be helpful to think 
of it something like this: risk = severity x probability x time. 
This simply means that your risk is multiplied when there 
is an increase in any of the three risk variables: the likely 
severity of any accident, the probability an accident will 
occur, and the length of time at risk” (Graydon and Han-
son, 1997, p. 442). This model allows us to analyze discreet 
elements of risk (severity, probability and time), which are 
often confl ated. For example, this would tell us that the risk 
profi le of a short versus long program is inherently different, 
due to the increase in the time variable. This is why one can 
“get away with” lots of short-term trips (reducing the time 
variable) even if the probability of an incident is high. This 
also points out how longer-term programs should be more 
careful in trying to reduce probability and/or severity, since 
they signifi cantly increase the time variable. 

We have found this model a useful way of helping to 
break apart and analyze discreet elements of risk. A good 

example comes from a time when we were working with 
local tribal guides to lead a group of students through a new 
area. After extensive discussions (conducted in Thai and 
Bak’er’yaw), one of two possible trails was selected as being 
“safer” in the judgment of the local counterparts. However, 
once we were far down the selected trail, it became clear that 
“safe” didn’t mean what we thought it did—the trail was 
narrow and ran along the top of an extremely steep slope 
high above a river. As the instructors were rigging a rope 
over some of the more diffi cult sections, we were wonder-
ing how bad the other “unsafe” trail must be. Later on, we 
went back and found that the other trail—while muddy and 

slippery—was only 2-3 meters above the 
river, not 200-300 meters above it! That 
night in the village, talking over the inci-
dent, we realized that “safe” to local people 
was referring to probability (the chance of 
falling), but not related to potential sever-
ity (the consequences of a fall). Thus, they 
had judged a dry but narrow trail “safer” 
than a wide muddy trail, as there was less 
chance of slipping and falling. However, 
the consequences of a fall on the “safe” trail 
were severe, while the consequences of a 
fall on the “unsafe” trail were minor. Using 
Graydon and Hanson’s formula helped us 

to break apart different areas of risk, and understand how 
different cultures and languages interpret what is, and is 
not, safe. Now, when talking with local people about trail 
conditions, we explicitly focus on probability and severity as 
distinct aspects of the trail—instead of lumping everything 
together into “safe” or “unsafe” based on local perceptions.

Values and Expectations
An additional area of risk management that international 
programs must consider encompasses the very different 
values and expectations of other cultures regarding avoid-
ing risk. If a program is operating in a culture where the 
dominant cultural belief is that “fate” determines outcomes 
(what is going to happen will happen regardless of what we 
do), then prevention will not be valued or practiced to the 
same extent as it might be in a culture where agency is given 
priority (we can infl uence the outcome of events by our 
actions). Some cultures may not place a value on proactive 
risk management, which will make the job of managing 
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risk effectively in that context very diffi cult. If the program 
administrator comes from a culture where prevention is val-
ued very highly (as in the U.S.), but is working in a culture 
where fate is seen as determining outcomes (as is the case 
in many Asian cultures), then the host culture itself is, in a 
sense, a subjective hazard and/or contributing factor. Our 
expectations about common risk-avoiding behavior (such 
as wearing a seat belt) should be carefully examined within 
the context of international and cross-cultural settings, as 
risk avoidance may not be valued or understood in the same 
way where we are running our programs. The dangers of 
working in a culture like the U.S., where common wisdom 
tells us that we are one hundred percent the “masters of our 
fate,” is left as an exercise to the reader!

These cultural and contextual differences mean that in-
ternational programs need to identify areas of potential risk 
exposure that would be different from where they operate 
in their home environments. Practically, this means lead-
ers of international programs need to be questioning their 
own—and others’—defi nitions of “safety” as well as “risk.” 
This also means extra due diligence is needed, from inspect-
ing vehicles (since “safe” may only mean that the engine 
runs, not that there are seatbelts) to understanding local 
languages and customs.

Leadership and Judgment in International Settings

“Leadership means timely, appropriate actions that 
guide and support your group to set and achieve realistic 
goals. Great leaders create an environment that inspires 
individuals and groups to achieve their full potential.” 
(NOLS, 1999)

Central to good risk management plans are leaders who 
are capable of carrying them out. Leadership for interna-
tional programs is often not given much thought beyond 
who is available or next in line to direct a program or has 
the necessary technical or academic skills. While we know 
that leadership makes a big difference in how successful the 
group is, as well as how safe the group is during its sojourn 
abroad, cross-cultural skills and sensitivity can be as or more 
important to success in an international setting, especially 
with a multi-cultural team. Instructors and leaders need 
to be evaluated on how sensitive they are to cross-cultural 
issues (not how sensitive they think they are). This can be 

very diffi cult, as it is easier to watch someone supervise a 
climbing site and evaluate how well they check the safety 
systems, or how they perform in the classroom, than to see 
how well they listen to and interpret people from another 
culture. Strong technical and academic skills are, of course 
important, but the soft skills can be even more critical in an 
international and cross-cultural setting.

We have found that the acts of consciously cultivating 
leadership skills in our staff, and then teaching these skills to 
students, have contributed towards better risk management. 
Building on our work with NOLS Professional Training, 
we have used the seven core leadership skills identifi ed by 
NOLS as a way to evaluate staff and understand where 
we need to focus extra attention in our international and 
cross-cultural context: 1) expedition behavior, 2) competence, 
3) communication, 4) judgment and decision making, 
5) tolerance for adversity and uncertainty, 6) self-awareness, 
and 7) vision and action (NOLS, 1999; Harvey, 1999). 
There are, of course, other ways to talk about and develop 
leadership, but we have found these seven skills a good way 
to think through different components of leading groups in 
an international and cross-cultural setting.

Expedition Behavior and Competence
The fi rst skill, expedition behavior, refers to being courteous 
and caring for each other in a group. For a good team of stu-
dents or mountain climbers to work well together, they need 
good expedition behavior. This behavior needs to be mod-
eled by the leaders and become normative for the group. 
In a wilderness setting this might mean the faster hikers 
stopping early to brew hot cups of tea on a cold day for the 
slower members of the team. In international programs, this 
might mean those students with a better grasp of the local 
language working with students whose language skills are 
not as good to help them buy food in the market. It can be 
something as simple as helping someone to lift a heavy bag 
onto a bus. Expedition behavior, in short, is the set of ac-
tions and attitudes that keep a group working well together, 
the sometimes small but always signifi cant acts that contrib-
ute to a good expedition. Good “EB” is especially important 
when dealing with jet lag, culture shock, and the many 
adjustments that go into a journey abroad.

The second skill, leadership competence, refers to techni-
cal competence for the task at hand. Priest and Gass (p. 
76) identify three types of competencies that leaders need 
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to have. Generic competency refers to skills necessary for all 
activities, such as fi rst aid, trip planning, awareness, etc. 
Metaskills refers to areas that combine hard and soft skills, 
such as leadership style, problem solving, judgment and 
decision making, etc. In addition to these skills, leaders need 
to have specifi c competencies unique to the particular activities. 
While in wilderness education this might mean technical 
skills like kayaking or rock climbing, in an international and 
cross-cultural setting these skills might include competency 
in the local language, ability and knowledge of local laws, 
transportation systems, and other essentials of daily life.  
For international programs perhaps the most important 
competency is cultural sensitivity and 
understanding, which directly leads to 
appropriate behavior in a culture. The 
more sensitive one is to the norms of a 
culture, the greater the likelihood that 
one will behave in culturally-appropriate 
ways. Cultural knowledge and sensitivity 
(or lack of the same) directly and indi-
rectly infl uences the safety of the group 
in two ways. First, culturally-appropriate 
knowledge and behavior can help avoid 
potentially dangerous situations. Second, 
culturally-inappropriate behavior can, 
conversely, create an unsafe situation.

An example we know about helps 
illustrate this point. Another program 
had a group of participants in a village home stay. All of 
the participants were asleep in the home of a local village 
leader when the wife of the village headman woke up the 
group leader at 3:00 a.m. and asked for some money. When 
he asked the reason, the leader found out that armed drug 
traffi ckers were outside, demanding payment—money the 
village headman did not have. Because he had grown up in 
the region (the son of missionaries), the leader was able to 
sit down with the village headman and the drug traffi ckers 
and help defuse the situation. Because the leader was very 
calm and able to understand not only the language but the 
underlying cultural issues, he was successful in keeping his 
group safe. Not all situations involve angry drug smugglers 
with AK-47s in the middle of the night, but simple tasks, 
from obtaining wilderness permits to making sure the local 
contact will answer the phone in an emergency all depend 
on cultural sensitivity and understanding of local norms.

Cultural Competence
Cultural sensitivity, knowledge and behavior, or cultural 
competency, is a necessary but not a suffi cient condition for 
a safe international program. Conversely, cultural incom-
petence can turn an otherwise safe situation into an unsafe 
one. For example, by being loud and attracting attention 
to the group, a leader who doesn’t understand local norms 
of behavior can place his group in a dangerous situation. 
While this can be directly dangerous in village settings by 
offending local people (especially during festivals and other 
events), this can also indirectly increase the risk exposure of 
a group by raising their profi le and highlighting the fact that 

they don’t seem to know how to oper-
ate within cultural norms. Groups that 
do understand local cultures and norms 
are perceived (correctly) as having better 
resources and relationships, which act to 
protect the group.

In groups, there is a second level in 
which cultural sensitivity is important. 
The modeling of culturally competent or 
incompetent behavior becomes critical to 
the safety of students abroad, as students 
will look to their leader and model their 
own behavior after the leader’s. If the 
modeling is not appropriate, when the 
students are on their own they may end 
up in potentially dangerous situations due 

to their cultural ignorance. Likewise, they may be in a safe 
situation and turn it into an unsafe one through cultural 
insensitivity. In other words, cultural sensitivity enables the 
group leader to safely lead his or her group, and by model-
ing culturally-appropriate behavior the leader enables the 
students to be safer when they are on their own in the host 
culture. Conversely, someone who is culturally insensitive 
is dangerous in two ways: directly when leading the group, 
and indirectly, as a failed model for times when participants 
are on their own. For example, correctly understanding and 
modeling culturally appropriate dress and behavior on the 
part of the leaders can help the participants understand how 
to act in a way which will help them to blend into the local 
culture, rather than potentially being taken advantage of if 
they “stick out” and draw attention to themselves.

Concerns over cultural competency do not just extend 
to people abroad. International programs often are led by 
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local people and by experts from the host country. However, 
one cannot assume a citizen of the country will understand 
and be able to operate in a specifi c local culture. City people 
may have little understanding of village culture and may 
approach it with preconceptions and stereotypes. Likewise, 
people from one region of the country may not understand 
the culture or language in another, and members of ethnic-
majority groups may not understand the culture or language 
of ethnic minorities. It is important for 
risk managers and group leaders to under-
stand these differences and develop ways 
of compensating, for example, by fi nding 
local people rather than relying only on 
people from the capital city.

Communication
The leadership skill of 3) communication, 
the ability to communicate and listen, is 
often more diffi cult in an international 
context than in a wilderness or home-cul-
ture setting. Participants and leaders often 
use a second (or third) language, and even 
when they share a common language there 
may be regional or cultural differences in 
nuance, meaning and understanding. Not 
only are communications skills impor-
tant within the group, in the context of 
international programs, good communica-
tion skills extend to the people and culture 
outside the group. Cultural differences 
also impact communication, because they 
infl uence behavior beyond words. For 
example, in Thai culture what is not said 
can be more important than what is said. 
Even someone fl uent in the Thai language 
who does not understand the importance 
of what is left unsaid would have a hard 
time communicating and listening accurately. Thus, some-
one planning an excursion into the Thai countryside may 
be told things are fi ne, but what they are not told may be the 
key factor in deciding if the expedition is going to be safe or 
not. Recognizing this is happening requires both cultural 
competency and good communication skills.

Another example in northern Thailand helps illustrate 
this point. After planning a trip to study specifi c moun-

tain forest ecosystems, linking together several villages and 
deciding on an itinerary, the instructor team talked over 
the plans with local people knowledgeable about the area. 
While the local contacts agreed that it was a good trip, and 
said that the villages and the route were safe, the instructor 
team noticed that they talked more about some villages than 
others. After further discussion within the instructor team, 
they agreed that the villagers seemed to be reluctant to talk 

against the plan the instructor team had 
already decided on. After the most senior 
instructor left so that the more junior 
instructors were able to have a more “can-
did” talk with the villagers, the feedback 
from the villagers was very different. This 
talk revealed that the villagers did not 
think it was a good plan after all, but out 
of respect did not want to contradict a 
more “senior” person—respect being a 
key value in Thai culture. Subsequent to 
this talk, the route and the course of study 
were revised. Three key factors allowed 
the instructor team to reveal the “unsaid” 
information. First, all of the members of 
the team were sensitive to both verbal and 
non-verbal communication, and were able 
to pick up on what was not being said 
about the villages in question. Second, the 
instructor team had enough rapport to be 
able to honestly talk through issues—cul-
tural or otherwise—that might be infl u-
encing what they were hearing. Finally, 
the senior instructor had enough insight 
and humility to know that his presence 
was causing problems—and trusted the 
other instructors to fi gure out what was 
going on without him there.

Judgment and Decision Making
The fourth core leadership skill, 4) judgment and decision 
making, refers to using appropriate decision-making styles 
for the task at hand. “Decision making should refl ect the 
gravity and urgency of the decision being made” (Harvey, 
1999, p. 173). This means both how one makes a decision 
and, also, when a specifi c type of decision making is ap-
propriate. For example, autocratic decision making may be 
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appropriate in a crisis, but consensus-based decision making 
might be appropriate in other situations. Judgment and 
decision making require correct assessment of subjective 
and objective dangers. As discussed earlier, these two types 
of dangers can combine, and one needs to recognize these 
combinations and guard against poor judgment. 

“Judgment is something that can be learned, but only 
with refl ection. Two people who go through the same 
experience will have two different results. The person 
who does not refl ect on her experience will miss the 
opportunity to learn and develop her judgment. That 
person will make the same mistakes over and over and 
never develop the judgment it takes to be a good leader. 
The person who takes a moment after a consequential 
mistake to think things over and refl ect on the lesson 
learned and seek input from outside sources will develop 
good judgment in a hurry.” (Harvey, 1999, p. 173)

A key part of developing judgment is seeking input from 
outside sources—in this case local people familiar with the 
environment, culture and geography of the places we go. For 
example, a sea kayaking trip would benefi t enormously from 
discussions concerning weather, tides and currents with lo-
cal fi shermen. Where interacting with local cultures, having 
local people help the group understand what things mean 
from their perspective is invaluable.

Tolerance for Adversity and Uncertainty
Another key leadership skill is 5) tolerance for adversity and 
uncertainty, an ability to work under pressure, keep calm, not 
complain, and deal with the inherent stress of leading. Good 
leaders learn to endure and enjoy hard work and challenge, 
and to “live in rhythm with what you cannot control; control 
what you can” (NOLS, 1999). As with cultural competency, 
this is a skill that can be modeled to participants, helping 
them to develop tolerance for situations which they might 
be having a hard time and struggling. While in the wilder-
ness this might mean keeping a positive attitude while 
hiking in a rainstorm, in an international setting this might 
extend to diffi cult travel situations, unclear expectations 
from host families and many of the aspects of cross-cultural 
immersion. Sitting in a tribal home around the fi re, we have 
noticed our students get nervous because they don’t un-
derstand what tribal people are talking about—even when 
just talking among themselves. By modeling tolerance, our 
instructors can help the group adapt to not knowing what 

is going on. While our instructor teams are multi-lingual, 
if we are in a situation where there is a language being used 
that we don’t understand, rather than constantly interrupt-
ing for translations (not tolerating uncertainty), we let the 
conversations fl ow naturally, modeling comfort in a situa-
tion where we don’t know exactly what is being said. The 
instructors also demonstrate judgment by knowing when 
to interrupt (such as with a safety-related discussion) and 
when not to (such as when the villagers are talking around 
the kitchen fi re while cooking). 

Self-Awareness, Vision and Action
Two fi nal leadership skills are 6) self-awareness and 7) vision 
and action. Self-awareness involves knowing yourself and 
your reactions, strengths and weaknesses. In the context of 
international and cross-cultural programs, self-awareness 
can help a leader understand his or her limits, recognize fa-
tigue, burnout, or when assistance is needed. An important 
part of this is knowing your own culture, and how you react 
to situations compared to the host culture. For example, in 
Bak’er’yaw culture, when speaking about a sad or uncom-
fortable situation, people will smile. Without understanding 
this reaction, it would be easy to misinterpret both what is 
said and the body language of the people you’re speaking 
with. Self-awareness also helps you to see how your behav-
ior impacts others—critical both with host cultures and in a 
multi-cultural team. 

Vision and action refer to knowing what needs to be done 
and how to do it, knowing where to go and how to get there. 
Just as in home-country programs, this can be enhanced in 
international programs by careful pre-planning and program 
design. However, additional challenges exist in the interna-
tional setting, as pre-program visits can be diffi cult and/or 
expensive, and not all the factors that will impact a trip may 
be known. Seemingly simple tasks (like getting fuel for the 
stoves) can become a major epic abroad, and leaders with 
strong skills of vision and action will be able to have contin-
gency plans for when things inevitably go awry. 

Choosing a leader for an international program can be 
diffi cult. In addition to technical and academic competency, 
a leader must be competent in basic leadership and risk 
management skills, and have strong cross-cultural skills. 
How does the person deal with stress? Is she “cool headed” 
in a crisis? Does he get rattled easily? The ability to handle 
stress is, possibly, the most important factor in safe out-
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comes. As we know, risk management plans are worthless if, 
in situations of high stress, one cannot execute those plans.

Safety Countermeasures
Risk management strategies can be grouped within what 
Priest and Gass describe as “safety countermeasures” 
(1997, p. 93). They describe three types of safety counter-
measures that are useful in the face of both objective and 
subjective dangers. Proactive/primary measures are procedures 
carried out in advance, such as “reconnaissance trips,” 
orientation, site pre-visits, training, and dissemination of 
written information. Active/secondary measures are actions 
taken during a program, as well as during an accident, such 
as fi rst aid treatment, evacuation, and on-site recording of 
incidents. Reactive/tertiary measures are follow-up actions af-
ter an accident, including investigations and fi nal documen-
tation. These can be extended beyond use in the wilderness 
by focusing on appropriate modifi cations to pre-program, 
program and post-program procedures.

Proactive/pre-program measures involve preparing any 
documentation, policies and procedures before the start 
of the program. For example, specifi c procedures, known 
as “accepted fi eld practices” (AFPs) or “standard operat-
ing procedures” need to be developed beforehand to ensure 
a consistent risk management plan. These can be quite 
detailed, depending on the activity, but are in place so that 
fi eld staff members understand what to do. For example, 
loading and unloading from a ferry onto smaller “long-tail” 
boats in the ocean can be done safely, but clear directions 
on what is OK (passing bags by hand) and what is not OK 
(jumping down into the smaller boat with a large backpack) 
need to be in place before one is in the situation. In an 
international setting, these take on added importance, and 
need to include cultural issues as well. There are obvious 
differences (some cultures don’t shake hands, for example) 
as well as less obvious ones. If you are going to be interact-
ing with government offi cials, for example, there may be 
certain expectations in terms of how you should dress, how 
to conduct business or how to ask for help in an emergency. 
Other things might not be as critical, but are still important. 
For example, in the villages in Thailand, if we are making a 
donation to a village or paying a guide, we place the money 
in an envelope fi rst. While not required, culturally it is seen 
as more polite, and helps build positive relationships with 
local people.

Reconnaissance Trips
An important part of pre-program risk management plan-
ning may involve reconnaissance trips to fi eld sites. When 
setting up a new program this can be an involved process, 
taking several days and involving a number of fi eld staff 
members. In an international setting this can be especially 
important, as it give you time to assess contextual and 
cultural risks which may differ from those in your home 
country. Our trip-planning documentation includes docu-
menting the state of available medical care, the condition of 
roads, local contacts, evacuation plans, photographing key 
sites, and a great deal of other relevant information. These 
trips also help us fi gure out logistics and timing, as well as 
assist with building and renewing relationships with people. 
We often have found that, as we are evaluating relative risks 
during a reconnaissance trip, we fi nd ways of simplifying a 
fi eld study so that the study becomes academically stronger 
as well as safer. Even in areas where we have been many 
times, often at least some members of the staff team will 
go in advance of the students in order to see if anything 
has changed and if there are new risks or new resources. In 
developing countries this is especially important, as things 
can change dramatically in a short amount of time—roads 
might wash out, phones might newly—or no longer—be 
available in a village, etc.

Course Logs
Because of the dynamic nature of the environment, many 
programs keep course logs or journals, day-to-day records 
of the program kept by the leader or instructor. We highly 
recommend that travel programs keep daily course logs. 
Course logs provide the instructor or leader of the group a 
chance to stop and record signifi cant events during the day. 
They do not need to take a lot of time, but are they useful 
in terms of overall record keeping, and for helping program 
coordinators at the home offi ce know what is going on. Im-
portant changes since the reconnaissance visit can be noted, 
concerns with specifi c students and other issues all have a 
place in the course logs. More important, they provide insti-
tutional memory, and allow us to keep tabs on any necessary 
changes in AFPs or other risk management related issues. 
Reviewing course logs with local people, from national park 
or forestry offi cials to villagers, can be very useful, as they 
can point out near-misses or other useful information you 
would not be able to collect on your own.
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In addition to course logs, a designated leader (fi eld 
staff) is responsible for fi lling out incident reports if some-
one is injured. Unlike wilderness education, our incident 
(cultural or accident incidents) and near miss reports (an 
event where a cultural incident or accident was narrowly 
averted) incorporate cultural “incidents” as well. For ex-
ample, we might record an incident of a student offending a 
host family in a village, and what we had to do to deal with 
that. Later trips to the same village can follow up on the 
incident, and help to continue to build strong relationships.

Post-Program Procedures
Reactive, or post-program procedures, 
assess how a completed course went, and 
include writing up any necessary reports as 
well as debriefi ng both students and staff. 
We review risk management procedures, 
note any necessary changes, revise and 
update AFPs, and begin the process of 
planning for the next course. Student and 
staff evaluations are a very important part 
of this process. Walking students through 
the program chronologically, and then 
involving the students in the evaluation 
and assessment, with the goal of improv-
ing the program, has been essential. Once students realize 
that we are serious about listening to their input (which we 
establish early on in debriefi ngs during the course), they are 
invested as stakeholders in improving the programs. Some 
of the best ideas for fi eld courses have come out of student 
debriefi ng and review. Likewise, reviewing a course and 
debriefi ng staff as well as local villagers is critical, especially 
after a diffi cult student group or if there have been any inci-
dents during the program. Having the course log to consult 
at debriefi ng is valuable, as we can recall together what 
happened on a course, and decide what went well and what 
may be improved. In an international setting, this debrief-
ing needs to include members of the host culture (ideally as 
instructors or staff) to identify any areas of cultural concern. 
For example, certain areas of the forest may be “off limits” if 
there are ritual or other uses for the land (e.g., sacred groves, 
abodes of the spirits, etc.). It is very important to know 
about and be able to recognize these places. It is diffi cult to 
overemphasize the value of a current course log for monitor-
ing risk management concerns both during and after a trip.

Medical Care and Rescue
Assessing medical care in any country is critical, includ-
ing evaluation of local emergency services and hospitals. 
As professionals working in an international setting know, 
emergency services we take for granted in North America 
often do not exist in developing countries. Key aspects and 
assumptions about rescue and medical care may be differ-
ent in developing countries as well. For example, in a rescue 
or evacuation, what resources do you have? Not only may 
helicopters not be available, roads on the map may not be 
in good repair, or may only be seasonal. While hospital 

services in most capital cities are excel-
lent, what about regional hospitals? Is 
extended care available? Do emergency 
personnel know how to care for someone 
with a suspected spinal injury? Does the 
emergency room know? Carefully examin-
ing our assumptions about what happens 
once we turn someone over to more highly 
trained medical professionals is important, 
as those assumptions may not hold up in 
a different context. An important part of 
planning for a trip should include how the 
trip is going to be able to interface with 
existing medical care in the host country.

The Lure of Technology
There are seductive enabling technologies which many pro-
grams consider purchasing in order to make things “safer.” 
However, it is well known that judgment and experience are 
more valuable than equipment and gear. 

Some backcountry travelers incorrectly assume a cell 
phone can get them out of trouble, and as a result of this 
thinking take greater risks. We must not assume advanced 
telecommunications or other equipment will be of use in a 
crisis. While we carry satellite phones, global positioning 
systems, digital cell phones, radios and other equipment as 
necessary, our risk management plan includes contingencies 
in case the technology fails. All of these things can aug-
ment a risk management plan, but they are not substitutes 
for a well-trained team and a clear understanding on the 
limitations of the equipment. We have learned not to be 
dependent on equipment but to be prepared to improvise 
and to make do with what we have. Gear breaks down and 
batteries go dead. It is easy to think that once you’ve bought 
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a satellite phone, things will be safer. However, whom 
are you going to call? Do you have an agreement with a 
helicopter medical-evacuation service or the local military? 
While technology is helpful, it has to fi t within a wider risk 
management plan to be of use. An added challenge interna-
tionally is that in a widespread emergency the entire local 
infrastructure may fail.

Sharing the Risk Management Process with Students
The goal of wilderness education is not merely to lead 
students through a landscape, but to teach them to be 
competent to live and travel in a very different setting 
than they are used to. Most wilderness 
education programs equip students to be 
independent by teaching risk management 
principles as a part of the program. This is 
done through concepts such as “leader of 
the day,” in which a student shares leader-
ship tasks with the staff team, as well as 
through opening up decision making and 
assessments to the students where ap-
propriate. In an international setting, this 
can be expanded beyond the trailhead to 
include cultural and contextual consider-
ations that impact the trip.

Sharing the reasons behind risk man-
agement decisions is important for student 
safety. “[T]he leader of an inexperienced 
party may mentally conduct a fl awless 
evaluation of a hazard and determine that 
conditions are safe. But unless the leader 
shares the thinking that went into this 
decision, the members of the party may falsely assume that 
similar situations are always without hazard” (Graydon 
and Hanson, 1997, p. 443). We miss an important teaching 
opportunity if we do not share the reasons for risk manage-
ment decisions with students while leading them. Obvi-
ously, not all risk management decision processes need to 
be, or should be, shared with students. However, as we have 
shared decision making with students, we have found that 
students become more competent, skilled and reliable. 

For example, working with the students through a struc-
tured decision-making tree while deciding on the next day’s 
activities in a village helps the students to know more about 
what is going on, and to understand how to make deci-

sions when they are on their own. Within an international 
setting, this can be especially important as it is an opportu-
nity to discuss and deal with student preconceptions and 
potential bias. Villagers are not “quaint” or “idyllic”—they 
have real lives and are often struggling to survive in a very 
challenging environment. How we, coming from a relatively 
more privileged position globally, impact those situations is 
important to talk through with students.

Both participants and instructors can get into, and out 
of, potentially dangerous situations. And, as a result of no 
harm coming to them, it can be diffi cult for program lead-
ers, to know what is, and what is not, a dangerous situation. 

Over time, this increases the risk exposure 
of a program. “You can be misled into 
accepting dangerous levels of risk by a 
simple phenomenon that might be termed 
nonevent feedback: nothing bad happened 
last time; therefore, nothing bad will hap-
pen this time. Nonevent feedback occurs 
when we do not experience the potential 
consequences of our actions” (Graydon 
and Hanson, 1997, p. 443). Nonevent 
feedback usually is applied to situations 
where someone engages in dangerous 
behavior and gets away with it, such as 
crossing an avalanche-prone slope, but not 
triggering an avalanche. Each time there is 
a “nonevent,” the person is lead to believe 
that the behavior is safe, when in fact it is 
not. People abroad often are part of non-
event feedback loops, where they unknow-
ingly engage in behavior that is dangerous, 

but for some reason nothing happens. Opening up the risk 
management process to students by debriefi ng, especially 
after a “critical incident” where something has gone wrong 
or there was a near miss, is crucial to helping students 
overcome the dangers of the “nonevent feedback” that they 
often experience. Including local people in debriefi ng and 
evaluation sessions can help participants and instructors un-
derstand better possible “nonevents” that were in fact near 
misses. One reason this is important is that local people may 
be looking out for groups without the group being aware 
of the fact—from clearing the path of dangerous snakes to 
choosing a “better” beach to camp at when the real reason is 
avoiding a coming storm.
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Sharing the risk management process with participants 
has helped them to understand how to assess risk, develop 
contingency plans, make good decisions, and how to learn 
safely and effectively in a new culture. We work on this 
with students throughout the semester. When the end of 
semester break comes, we require students to apply what 
they have learned: they are mentored by our fi eld staff and 
are required to write risk management plans for when they 
are on break. For example, students planning to travel to 
southern Thailand by boat had to think through, and write 
up, what they would do if the boat was overcrowded, how 
they would check for lifejackets, and what they would do in 
an emergency. On their return from break, students excit-
edly shared how their risk management plans kept them 
from getting into possibly dangerous situations, and how 
the plans made their travels easier, since they didn’t have 
to “make things up on the spot.” Instead they were guided 
by their planning. This experience positively impacted the 
students’ academic program. In the second semester, when 
these students started their internships, they were well pre-
pared to be independent and responsible learners.

The importance of students being competent in risk 
management decision making was dramatically illustrated 
in the December 2004 tsunami in Thailand. Two students 
were in a boat at sea when the tsunami passed under the 
boat. Returning to shore, and going with others to higher 
ground to escape the next wave, the students were able to 
draw on weeks of group and self-leadership experiences to 
respond in an appropriate way.

Conclusion
Many people perceive rock climbing as a high-risk activity. 
However, as borne out in accident statistics and analysis 
of person-hours per activity, there is a much higher risk of 
being killed or injured on the drive to the cliff than during 
the actual climb. We perceive traveling at high speeds in 
vehicles as “low risk” because we do it every day as a neces-
sary part of our lives, with nonevent feedback reinforcing 
the idea that cars are “safe.” Rock climbing, however, is not 
a routine activity for many people, and for someone unfa-
miliar with the safety and protection systems that are a part 
of modern rock climbing, it seems like a dangerous thing to 
do—and so too with travel abroad. Some people perceive 
that any trip abroad is “dangerous,” while they ignore the 
high levels of crime in many regions of North America. 

The dangers are not necessarily from the culture, but 
mediated through culture. That is, cultural insensitivity 
won’t (necessarily) put you in the way of harm from people, 
but can lead to ignorance of important contextual and/or 
environmental facts. Local people have lived and worked in 
these environments for years. Good and sensitive relation-
ships can be your key to managing risk—from learning local 
weather patterns and seasonal variations, to specifi c dan-
gers from animals and other hazards. “Culture” is not just 
something you have to deal with on the way in or out of an 
international expedition. Culture has shaped the landscape, 
as the environment has also shaped the culture in turn. 
An appreciation and understanding of the local context 
and culture is the key to international risk management. 
Risk management in an international setting is more than 
just checking the government warnings about a country or 
picking up a travel guidebook. Cultural competence, local 
relationships, and deep contextual knowledge are as impor-
tant as appropriate equipment, technical competency, and a 
detailed risk management plan.
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APPENDIX A: International Program 
Risk Management Questions
Below are some suggestions and sets of questions for people 
involved in risk management to consider.

Suggestions
• Require a daily course log for all off-campus programs. 

This needs to be short (half a page per day), easy to 
fi ll out (lots of check boxes), and containing two key 
sections—the day’s activities and any problems encoun-
tered. This should take no more than fi ve minutes to 
fi ll out, and is not meant to be totally comprehensive 
(incident reports are better suited for that), but rather 
a narrative record of what happened on the course or 
program. Instructors must buy in to the idea of a course 
log, and after using one most will see its advantages. 
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Be careful, as this is phased in, to explain that it is a tool 
to help instructors in the fi eld to keep track of what is 
happening.

• Other paperwork (incident reports, evacuation plans, 
risk management plans, etc.) should be tailored to 
the individual institution. Be sure that paperwork is 
tested in the real world (ask for feedback from return-
ing instructors). We have found it is better to have less 
paperwork, but to require it to be completed.

• First-aid training (at least Wilderness First Aid and 
preferably Wilderness First Responder) and the carry-
ing of an appropriate First Aid Kit should be considered 
mandatory for trip leaders. Especially in a post-9/11 
world, trip leaders may be the only 
medical help for students in a true 
emergency. Courses can be arranged 
on-campus for groups of faculty or 
others who will be traveling with stu-
dents on an annual or semi-annual ba-
sis. The reason you want “Wilderness” 
and not “regular” First Aid is that the 
“Wilderness” courses teach you how 
to deal with emergencies when you are 
an hour or more away from defi nitive 
medical care. We have used the Wil-
derness Medicine Institute, and highly 
recommend it (www.nols.edu/wmi/).

Questions to Consider
The following is a non-inclusive list of 
questions that programs with an inter-
national and/or cross-cultural component may need to 
consider. This is intended as a starting point for reviewing 
risk management issues in an international context, as each 
program will need to add to or delete from this list as befi t-
ting its specifi c context. 

One way to use these is to take your existing risk man-
agement plan and list each component on a fl ipchart or large 
whiteboard. Then determine what each component de-
pends on, including what those things depend on—working 
backward in a chain of assumptions. Try to be focused (one 
component per session, for example) and exhaustive (be 
detail oriented). Once you have the chain of dependencies 
worked out, you can determine if those factors exist in the 
international or cross-cultural setting you will be working 

in. For example, medical evacuations generally assume that 
more competent medical professionals will come to assist in 
the evacuation. What if they don’t exist in the country you 
are operating in? What about when the patient gets to the 
hospital? What do you assume will happen then? etc. 

The following questions are designed to help you review 
and revise your risk management plan for an international 
setting.

Context changes
• What language is used in the country? Are there dif-

ferent dialects in each region? Are your local contacts 
fl uent in the language(s) necessary to operate there?

• Do your local contacts understand 
what you are saying and communicat-
ing (written or spoken)? How will you 
ensure that you understand each other, 
especially in high-stress moments?

• What language is used by the emergen-
cy services in the country? Do you have 
someone who can translate technical 
words into the appropriate language 
(e.g., in the case of reporting a medical 
emergency over the radio)?

• What differences are there in terms of 
legal expectations and norms? What 
differences exist in laws and duties? For 
example, while the “good Samaritan” 
law protects people who stop to help an 
injured third party in some countries, 
do those laws exist in the county were

 you will be working? What are the laws regarding medi-
cal care? Is your Wilderness-First-Responder-trained

 instructor going to be put in jail for giving a sick villager 
an aspirin?

• What differences are there in terms of time expecta-
tions? How precise do you have to be? What are the 
local norms for “acceptable” lateness, etc.?

• List, as much as possible, common expectations you 
have in your current risk management plan. What 
unstated expectations are there in your plan? Do you 
expect that houses have electricity and phones? That 
hospitals have doctors? Next, examine those expecta-
tions in your country of operation. How many apply 
there? If they do not, what are you going to do about it?
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• What key differences are there in terms of infrastruc-
ture? What are the roads like? Are they seasonal? What 
type of phone system is used? Can you get a cell phone? 
Is it legal to own and/or operate a radio in the country 
you will be in? For example, are the “Talkabout” types 
of short-range radios your instructors intend to use to 
communicate with each other really legal or not? Does 
it matter?

• Does an infrastructure exist for rescue and/or evacu-
ation? What sorts of equipment is used? What types 
of radios? Do you have to register your trip with local 
authorities or not?

Cultural shifts
• How is risk defi ned in the place you are working? Do 

local people, including local professionals, use the same 
terms you do? Do the same words mean the same thing?

• How can you defi ne the meaning of “risk” in a way that 
all parties understand?

• What is considered “normal” or “everyday” risk in the 
host country?

• How is “wilderness” defi ned? When places are trans-
lated in English as “national parks” or “forest reserve” 
what does that mean? Are there the same expectations 
regarding access and use?

• What unique risks (human and otherwise) exist in the 
populated wilderness? Are there unique “user groups” of 
people (villagers, hunters, etc.) with whom you might be 
interacting?

• How do local people describe distances and directions? 
If you need to evacuate someone, for example, how are 
you going to get directions in and out of the area that 
makes sense to local people?

Other questions
• How can you break apart the risk equation (severity, 

probability and time) to use in an international context? 
What parts of it change (if any) in the new context?

• What assumptions are there in your own and your 
new culture about how things happen in terms of fate, 
agency, and how things happen? How can you compen-
sate or bridge any differences in understanding?

• What extra protocols or safety standards do you need to 
add to your documentation and trip review (e.g., check-
ing for seatbelts, etc.)?

• How skilled are your instructors in cultural competen-
cy? How much do they know about the local language 
and culture? How important will that knowledge be in 
a crisis? How can you compensate (manage the risk) of 
the specifi c competencies needed in the international 
context you are working in?

• Do technical skills need to be augmented with any site-
specifi c factors? For example, will bear canisters and/or 
food hangs be effective against tigers or other animals?

• Do you have bicultural and/or bilingual staff where 
necessary? Do your instructors and/or leaders have the 
necessary meta-skills (general cultural sensitivity) and 
specifi c competencies (knowledge about the specifi c 
culture) to act in appropriate ways with various people 
with whom they might come into contact, from villagers 
to government offi cials?

• Are your risk management plans taking into account 
time away from the “main” activity? How will you 
ensure your group is safe as it gets to the trailhead in the 
international setting? Have expectations regarding cul-
turally appropriate dress been made clear to the group 
so that they can maintain a low profi le? What other 
factors need to be considered?

• How do the leaders of your program deal with ambigu-
ity? How can this be strengthened or developed more in 
your instructor training and orientation programs?

• Do you need to do a pre-trip reconnaissance? What 
important information can you get online or from books 
or other sources, such as U.S. State Department Travel 
Advisories? What do you need to go and see for yourself 
(ground check)?
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What is the foundation of that interest all men feel in Greek 

history, letters, art and poetry, in all its periods from the Hero-

ic and Homeric age down to the domestic life of the Athenians 

and Spartans, four or fi ve centuries later? What but this, that 

every man passes personally through a Grecian period. 

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON (1803–1882), “HISTORY,” ESSAYS, 1841
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Abstract: This report is an analysis of student conduct within the 

fraternity and sorority community at XYZ University. It seeks to 

provide an objective look at the Greek system as a whole, noting 

patterns and trends in behavior and exploring possible causes for 

such trends. The report contains three sections, which each seek 

to explain different phenomena that are currently at work within 

the Greek Community. The fi rst section, “Seasonal Trends of 

Misconduct within the Greek System,” seeks to show that at dif-

ferent points in the academic year there are greater propensities for 

certain types of problems associated with Greek 

chapters. The second section, “The Disparity 

in Reporting: University and Non-Univer-

sity-owned Chapters,” seeks to show that there 

exists a marked difference in the monitoring of 

University-owned chapters as opposed to those 

not University-owned, and examines the impli-

cations this phenomenon may have within the 

system. The fi nal section, “Patterns of Systemic 

Dysfunction within the Greek System,” seeks to 

show a prevalent and persistent disregard for 

University policy exists that poses signifi cant 

health risks to students in the areas of social 

event planning and management and new 

member education. The Greek system is broken and needs to be 

overhauled. Agreed frequency and severity standards for violations, 

with clear and public penalties, including revocation of recognition, 

should be established and supported by the University to assist the 

Greek system in reforming itself.

Author’s Introduction
I have always been a champion for student-governance and 
worked throughout my tenure as a University student to 
ensure that the principle is continued. The elements of 
sovereignty bestowed by the administration to the student 
body in various areas of student life are remarkable and 
genuinely unique amongst the University’s peer institutions. 
“Let the students govern themselves, for surely they know 
what is best for one another”—as Student Body President 

and as a Greek chapter president, that was my mantra for 
three and a half years.

 After graduating in December of 2004, I was of-
fered and took a position within the Offi ce of Fraternity 
and Sorority Affairs, where one of my duties was to conduct 
a small research project on the past four years of Greek 
judicial violations. As I compiled the data and trends began 
to emerge, I became alarmed. I noticed repeated violations 
of University policy, semester after semester, that seemed to 

create environments that posed immedi-
ate health risks to students. Some Greek 
chapters, though found guilty and sanc-
tioned by the Greek judicial system, were 
continually showing a blatant disregard 
for both the rules and the safety of their 
members and their guests. 

In sum, I began to fi nd that, even 
if students “know what is best for one 
another,” their behavior does not match 
this knowledge. The incentives to “do the 
wrong thing” are far too great for some 
chapters. This is why I have written this 
report and have presented my fi ndings to 

the University administration. Self-governance in the Greek 
system is broken and it needs the help of the University to 
right itself.

Sources of Information
Quantitative Data

There are three primary areas of quantitative data in this 
report, each pertaining to a different type of behavior. For 
each type, the dataset used comprises four academic years 
from 2001 to 2005. 

1) Violations of the Social Policy or State Law as they pertain 
to social events hosted by Greek Chapters. These 
events may occur within the chapter-owned facility 
or at another location. Social violations are typically 
reported to the Offi ce of Fraternity and Sorority 
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Affairs (OFSA) by the University Police Depart-
ment (UPD) or Local Police Department (LPD). 
The violations and the details pertaining to them 
are recorded by the OFSA and annually compiled in 
document entitled “Judicial Summary.” There were 
145 total social violations for the four-year period. 

2) Medical emergencies and transports as they pertain to al-
cohol, drug, or violence-related incidents. These data 
represent only those incidents that were found to 
be linked to Greek chapter activities. However, the 
emergency need not take place in the Greek chapter 
facility. Chapters have been found to be linked to 
emergencies found in other locations. Medical emer-
gencies are reported to the OFSA through a variety 
of means: UPD, LPD, ABC’s Ambulance Service (a 
private ambulatory company), or UEMS (a student-
run medical response service). These emergencies are 
also recorded and compiled annually by the OFSA in 
the “Judicial Summary.” There were 29 total medical 
emergencies reported for the four-year period.

3) Violations of the Anti-Hazing Policy. These data rep-
resent reported and convicted hazing violations by 
Greek chapters. Beyond the traditional authorities 
such as the UPD and LPD, hazing incidents are also 
reported through a variety of other means such as: 
active members of a chapter, new members experi-
encing hazing, friends of new members experiencing 
hazing, faculty, OFSA staff members, parents, and 
anonymous tips. These data are also recorded and 
compiled annually in the “Judicial Summary.” There 
were 48 total hazing incidents reported and con-
fi rmed over the four-year period. 

Thus, in all three categories, the primary source for 
these quantitative data is eight academic semesters’ worth 
(2001–2005) of Judicial Summaries written and compiled 
by the Offi ce of Fraternity and Sorority Affairs. In addi-
tion, the data in this report is a composite of all three of 
the Greek councils, unless otherwise specifi ed. Finally, data 
from a survey of Greek chapter leaders conducted by an 
independent organization was also utilized in this paper.

Qualitative Data

The qualitative information included within this report 
comes from my own experiences as a very recent Greek 
student at the University, a former president of a fraternity 

chapter, and, most importantly, a staff member working in 
the OFSA as the “Greek Health Project Coordinator.”  
In my capacity on the OFSA staff, I was charged with such 
duties as presenting alcohol and social event safety semi-
nars to chapters, forming a student group to challenge new 
member education practices and hazing, and working with 
the Interfraternity Council to forge a new Social Policy. 

I visited approximately twenty chapters in the spring of 
2005 and spoke to nearly 450 Greek students during those 
visits. The topics for all visits centered mainly on strategies 
and skills for risk-aversion in a social environment, both 
on an organizational and individual level. I have also given 
presentations on hazing for the “Delta Series,” a Greek 
new-member development program, and the “Leadership 
Conference,” with audiences of 200 and 50 respectively. The 
bulk of my qualitative analysis within the report stems from 
these visits and presentations to Greek students.

Notes on Continued Research and Recordkeeping
The research methods used to produce this report may 
prove useful for analysis of trends in future semesters of 
data. When the report was written, this kind of research 
and data analysis was not a regular task of a staff member 
of the OFSA. However, if it were, the OFSA would then 
always have the most up-to-date analysis of the patterns of 
behavior in the Greek community. 

In addition, if research were to be continued on a regular 
basis, it would be benefi cial to coordinate the recordkeeping 
of judicial proceedings with the researcher conducting the 
analysis. There were some areas in the recordkeeping where 
greater detail might lead to a more accurate depiction of cur-
rent trends. This was especially true for aspects such as the 
Medical Amnesty Protocol, descriptions of incidents, and 
outcomes of Review Board Hearings. Given that the OFSA 
depends on the UPD for some of this information, coordi-
nation between the researcher and the police might also be 
necessary.

Section 1: Seasonal Trends of Misconduct 
within the Greek System
The data indicate that at certain points in the academic year 
there is a greater incidence of risky behavior. These seasonal 
trends were found to be present in all three aspects of mis-
conduct—social violations, medical emergencies, and hazing 
incidents—and the data were generally consistent for each 
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year within the four-year time period. The data from each 
aspect is illustrated separately below. Unless otherwise indi-
cated, data for all fi gures comes from the Offi ce of Frater-
nity and Sorority Affairs’ Judicial Summary, 2001–2005.

Data Analysis
Social Policy Misconduct

Violations of the social policy seem to follow a semesterly 
pattern, beginning with a relatively high number of viola-
tions in the fi rst few weeks of each semester and tapering as 
the semester ends. In fact, of the 145 total social violations 
for the four-year period, approximately 63% occurred dur-
ing the fi rst four weeks of each of the academic semesters. 

The following two fi gures illustrate these trends. Both 
are composites of all four years of data. The fi rst (Figure 
1.1) shows the number of incidents broken down on a 
monthly basis for the academic year. September contains by 
far the most social violations of any month, containing over 
25% of all social violations. 

Also important to note in Figure 1.1 are months 
August and January. Both do not represent the entirety of 
the month, as the respective semesters begin over halfway 
through them. The August data begin on the 23rd, and the 
January data on the 15th. Thus, we have a concentrated 
period of violations occurring in the very fi rst days of each 
semester.

The second fi gure (Figure 1.2) groups the data into time 
periods. The axis titles “First Four Weeks of Fall/Spring 
Semester” denotes a period of time from approximately 
August 23 to September 23 (including part of Orientation 
Week) and January 15 to February 15 (including fraternity 
and sorority Formal Recruitment Week), respectively. 

Thus the data not only represent a greater incidence in 
the fi rst few months of the semester but, more profoundly, 
in the fi rst few weeks. Nearly two thirds of all problems in 
terms of social violations occur during the fi rst four weeks of 
each semester. 

Finally, it should also be noted that there exist some 
even more specifi c patterns within the trends already pre-

sented. In the category “First Four Weeks of Fall Semester,” 
14 of the 46 offenses occurred between August 30 and Sep-
tember 1. In other words, about 10% of all violations over 
the four-year period occurred on the same weekend or other 
three-day period.

Similarly, in the category “First Four Weeks of Spring 
Semester,” 21 of the 45 offenses occurred during the Formal 
Recruitment Period for fraternities and sororities. In other 
words, about 15% of all violations over the four-year period 
occur during Rush.

Medical Emergencies

The general trend in the occurrence of medical emergencies 
largely mirrors that of the social policy violations. There is 
a greater incidence of medical emergencies in the beginning 
of each semester than in the end. The support for this trend 
is more compelling in the fall semester than in the spring, 
though the spring semester does show some decreased inci-
dence in April and May. In the fall, however, the month of 
September clearly contained the greatest number of medical 
emergencies, just as it contained the greatest number of 
social violations. This is depicted by month in Figure 1.3.

Graphically, Figure 1.3 has a similar distribution de-
picted in its counterpart for social violations (Figure 1.1). 
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For example, September contains by far the greatest number 
of social violations and medical emergencies. In both distri-
butions the incidence tapers as the semester moves along. 
This similarity indicates a correlation between the number 
of medical emergencies and social violations in a given time 
period. What does this mean?

The data provided by the Judicial Summaries do not de-
fi nitively outline a causal relationship between the frequency 
of social violations and the frequency of medical emergen-
cies. For example, one may argue that some social violations 
were only identifi ed because the authorities were called for a 
medical emergency. However, in nearly every incident involving 
a medical emergency, a violation of the social policy was identifi ed 

and reported to the OFSA. Thus there exists a strong cor-
relation between medical emergencies and social violations, 
which may be an indication that certain social environments 
can increase the risk of a medical emergency. 

Hazing Incidents 
The general trend for violations of the Anti-Hazing Policy 
represents a low incidence of hazing in the fall semester 
and a relatively high incidence in the spring. This fi nding is 
congruent with the annual New Member Education process 
that, for most Greek organizations, occurs immediately 
after the Spring Formal Recruitment Period (at the end of 
January) and lasts until approximately mid-April, though it 
varies by chapter. Figure 1.4 exhibits these data by month.

Specifi c patterns are found within these trends as well. 
Within the month of April, 15 of the 17 violations occurred 
within two weeks prior to the OFSA offi cial deadline for 
chapters to end their New Member Programs. Only April 

contains this phenomenon of a concentration of hazing 
incidents. February and March incidents are much more 
evenly distributed throughout the weeks. This concentra-
tion of data points in April may be evidence of “Hell Week,” 
a commonly-known practice amongst Greek organizations, 
especially fraternities, in which it is said that the most fre-
quent and severe hazing takes place.

Discussion and Conclusion
Many of the trends in this section are consistent with 
subjective impressions of Greek life. Most members of the 
University community know all too well about parties in 
the areas adjacent to campus and at chapter houses during 
Orientation and the weeks following. Most know that Rush 
Week is characterized by events that give new meaning to 
“all-you-can-drink.” It seems only logical that hazing occurs 
during the new member education period for chapters. 

The purpose of this section was not to proclaim a new 
discovery of Greek social phenomena, but rather to offer 
some empirical understanding of the anecdotal evidence. 
Given these trends, the University community—students, 
faculty, and administrators alike—must ask itself, “How can 
we best adapt and tailor our efforts to these phenomena in 
order to promote student welfare and safety?” 

Section 2: The Disparity in Reporting between 
University and Non-University-Owned Chapters

The data indicate a signifi cant difference in the offi cial 
reporting rates for social violations and medical emergen-
cies between Chapters with University-owned facilities 
and chapters with facilities that are not University-owned. 
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These data point to an overrepresentation of University-
owned chapters in various categories of violations and harm 
when compared to non-University-owned counterparts. 

Data Analysis
There are currently 65 total Greek chapters at the Univer-
sity. Of these, sixteen chapters reside in University-owned 
facilities, accounting for 24.6% of all University Greek 
chapters, according to the Offi ce of Fraternity and Sorority 
Affairs, “Fraternity and Sorority Highlights 2005.”

Social Violations

The proportion of University-owned chapters with at least 
one social violation in the past four years is signifi cantly 
greater than the proportion of non-University-owned 
chapters with at least one violation, as Figure 2.1 illustrates. 
Nearly 90% of the University-owned chapters have been 
found in violation of the social policy, while only about 60% 
of all non-University-owned chapters have been found in 
violation.

Second, in terms of the total number of violations, 
University-owned chapters commit a disproportionate 
quantity relative to their composition of the Greek commu-
nity. Figure 2.2 compares two proportions. First, it shows 
the proportion of University-owned chapters to all Univer-
sity Greek chapters (the aforementioned 24.6%). Then, it 
depicts all the violations by University-owned chapters as a 

proportion of all Greek chapter violations over the four year 
period. Although the University-owned chapters make up 
only about 25% of all Greek chapters, they represent over 
40% of the reported social violations for the past four years.

The overrepresentation in reporting of University-

owned chapters is even more distinct when looking at 
chapters with multiple violations. Figure 2.3 shows three 
categories of repeat offenders: chapters with three or more 
violations, fi ve or more, and eight or more in the four-year 
period. It depicts the proportion of University-owned 
chapters in that category relative to all chapters in the 

category. As with Figure 2.2 in this section, it is important 
to note that only approximately 25% of all chapters are 
University-owned. 

Medical Emergencies

Beyond social violations, a disparity is manifested in the 
reporting of medical emergencies as well. Figure 2.4 illus-
trates a pattern for medical emergencies that resembles the 
pattern characterizing social violations depicted in Figure 
2.1. 
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Figure 2.4 shows three categories: University-owned, 
Non-University-owned, and All Chapters. It illustrates 
the proportion of chapters in the category that have had at 
least one medical emergency reported in the past four years 
against the total number of chapters in the category. These 
data show that 50% of the University-owned chapters have 
been reported for sustaining a medical emergency, while 
only a little over 25% of non-University-owned chapters 
have been reported.

Figure 2.5, similar to the fi gure 2.2 in this chapter, 
illustrates that University-owned chapters sustain a dispro-
portionate number of reported medical emergencies relative 
to their composition of the Greek community. Figure 2.5 
again compares two proportions. First it shows the pro-
portion of University-owned chapters to all University 
Greek chapters. Then it depicts all reported emergencies 
by University-owned chapters as a proportion of all Greek 
chapter emergencies over the four-year period. Although 
the University-owned chapters make up only about 25% of 
all Greek chapters, they represent about 35% of the reported 
medical emergencies for the past four years. 

An Explanation for the Disparity in Reporting
The data indicate that chapters with University-owned 
facilities consistently have more reported social policy 
violations and medical emergencies than chapters with 
non-University-owned facilities. This suggests two possible 
explanations: 1) that in reality, University-owned chapters 
are in violation of the social policy or experience medi-
cal emergencies more often than non-University-owned 
chapters, or 2) that University-owned chapters are simply 

reported to OFSA on a more frequent basis than non-Uni-
versity-owned chapters. Both OFSA staff and University 
Police agreed that in their experience with Greek chapters 
and social violations and/or medical emergencies, Universi-
ty-owned chapters are no more likely than non-University-
owned to experience either kind of incident. This statement 
supports the second explanation above—it implies that 
University-owned chapters are not behaviorally “worse” 
than non-University-owned chapters, but rather that social 
violations and medical emergencies are reported to the 
OFSA more frequently. 

In terms of social violations, this conclusion is logical, 
given the rights and abilities of the University Police (UPD) 
to enforce University policy on University property. Ac-
cording to the University Police, it is their standard practice 
to report any violation or incident at a Greek chapter to the 
OFSA. In chapters that are not owned by the University, 
however, University Police may not exercise the same level 
of authority and investigation. For these chapters, the Local 
Police Department (LPD) reserves that right. Therefore, 
if there is no difference in behavior between University-
owned and non-University-owned chapters, and there exists 
a difference in reporting frequency, then it can be assumed 

that LPD do not fi nd and/or report incidents to the OFSA 
as frequently as the UPD. This statement is confi rmed 
through both personal experience of the author of this 
report and knowledge the author has gained from other 
chapters regarding this matter. 

A similar claim can be made for chapters that experi-
ence medical emergencies. Whereas UPD, University EMS, 
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and possibly ABC Ambulance (a private medical transport 
service) are always dispatched for an emergency in Univer-
sity-owned chapters, this is not always the case for non-Uni-
versity-owned chapters. The author has personally wit-
nessed instances in which LPD and ABC were dispatched, 
LPD and the Fire Department were dispatched, or where 
only Fire or ABC was dispatched. The author examined the 
OFSA Judicial Summaries for records of these instances 
and found none. 

Conclusion
If there exists a disparity in reporting, two primary implica-
tions result. First, if reporting is a primary source of infor-
mation about chapters for the OFSA, and non-University-
owned chapters are reported to the OFSA less frequently 
than University-owned chapters, then it can be concluded 
that the OFSA knows less about the behavior of the non-
University-owned chapters. 

This statement is not a claim that University-owned 
chapters are treated unfairly or that under the current 
system, non-University-owned chapters are favored. The 
statement simply implies that the OFSA, and thus the 
University at large, knows less about 75% of their chapters 
than it does about the other 25%. In other words, there is a 
great deal of dysfunctional behavior and health risk that goes 
unnoticed by the system of governance for Greek chapters. 
How can problems be effectively solved if knowledge of 
the problems themselves is largely incomplete? Though the 
University already works with the public safety entities of 
the local municipality, even greater coordination with them 
is needed to overcome this reporting problem.

Secondly, if the hypothesis is correct then it can be as-
sumed that the data characterizing the University-owned 
chapters is a better refl ection of reality than the data for 
non-University-owned chapters. This then prompts the 
question, “How do we feel about what we do know?” Over 
85% of University-owned chapters have violated the Social 
Policy in the past four years. Many University-owned chap-
ters, as referenced in Figure 2.3, have repeatedly violated 
the social policy over the four-year period, some even more 
than eight times. Are these incidence rates acceptable to the 
University? 

What if the University-owned chapters were indica-
tive of the entire Greek community? How comfortable do 
we feel if we extrapolated the University-owned data to 

all chapters? For example, 18.8% of the University-owned 
chapters have had eight or more social violations in the past 
four years. Extrapolated to all chapters, this suggests that 
almost thirteen of the University’s Greek chapters will be in 
violation eight or more times in four years. And these data 
only refl ect the instances when chapters get caught. Is this 
acceptable to the University? These questions will be ad-
dressed in the next section of this report.

Section 3: Patterns of Systemic Dysfunction 
within the Greek System
This section examines trends surrounding the persistence 
of dysfunctional behavior amongst many Greek chapters. 
For the purposes of this section, “dysfunctional behavior” 
refers to any conduct that is in violation of University policy 
and/or endangers the mental or physical health of any 
student. These data indicate that, in many cases, chapters 
show a rather blatant disregard for policy and, moreover, for 
the health and welfare of their members, potential members, 
and their guests. 

This section is divided into three subsections. The fi rst 
attempts illustrate the nature of this “dysfunctional behav-
ior” as it has existed at University for the past four years, cit-
ing judicial data, hazing information, and surveys of current 
students. The second discusses the possible reasons behind 
the persistence of this kind of behavior over time. The fi nal 
subsection suggests possible remedies for these problems.

Data Analysis: The Nature of Dysfunctional 
Behavior in Greek Chapters
This subsection offers an empirical look at the type and ex-
tent of dysfunctional behavior within the University Greek 
System. It focuses on both the frequency of this behavior, 
on a system level and within individual chapters, and the 
severity of it, citing specifi c examples. 

The data have been grouped into fi ve categories to best 
capture the essence of this behavior: 1) Social Event Norms 
and Behavior; 2) Medical Emergencies and the Medical 
Amnesty Protocol; 3) Hazing; 4) Correlations between the 
Behaviors; and 5) Sanctions and Chapter Behavior.

Social Event Norms and Behavior

Violations to the social policy are the most common form 
of dysfunctional behavior cited in this report. They are also 
the most often repeated incidents by individual chapters, 
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with as many as twelve separate incidents for one chapter 
in the past four years. In many cases, though chapters 
violated the policy and were sanctioned, they continued to 
violate it, even in the same semester as the prior violation, 
sometimes three times in that same semester. The data 
that follow (Figures 3.1–3.3) illustrate these trends by 
examining the judicial summary data. 

Furthermore, data provided by an independent survey 
of Greek student leaders show some indication that the 
type of behavior documented in the judicial summaries is 
embedded in the University Greek culture. This data is 
offered following the judicial summary data and is por-
trayed graphically in Figures 3.5–3.7.

A. JUDICIAL SUMMARY DATA

Forty-four chapters have violated the social policy at least 
once in the past four years. Of those 44 chapters, over 
70% of them, or 32 chapters, had violated it again in that 
time period. Figure 3.1 illustrates this trend and others 
for chapters who have sustained repeated social violations.  

Figure 3.1 contains four categories based on periods of 
time in which a chapter could violate the social policy 
more than once. The fi rst category contains the entire 
four-year period and portrays the general repeat rate for 
chapters cited earlier. The second category represents 

the number of chapters who have violated the policy twice 
in the same semester, implying that the chapter violated 
the policy, was sanctioned, and then violated it again in a 
three-month period or less. The third and fourth catego-
ries are similar to the second, but widen the time period to 
two semesters. The third category represents the number 
who repeated in the same academic year, and the fourth the 
number who repeated in two consecutive semesters from 
spring to fall (across academic years). It is also important 
to note that the categories are not mutually exclusive; some 
chapters fall into more than one.

Beyond the general repeat rate for chapters within the 
four-year period, many chapters have repeatedly violated the 
Social Policy within less than ten months of receiving their 
fi rst violation. Over 40% of chapters have committed two or 
more violations in the same semester. Furthermore, nearly 
40% have violated the Policy at least once in both semesters 
of a given academic year, and nearly 40% have violated it 
at least once in two consecutive semesters, not in the same 
academic year.

Although the data in Figure 3.1 illustrate levels of 
repeated violations within the system, even more interesting 
is a look at the extent of repeated violations within chapters. 
Some chapters have violated the policy many times. Figure 
3.2 shows fi ve categories, each with the number of chapters 
with X number of violations in the four-year period. For 
example, fi ve chapters have violated the policy eight or more 
times, with the maximum being twelve times, in four years.  

Social Violation Repeat Rates of Chapters 
amongst Different Time Periods

 

Total 
Number of 
Chapters in 

Category

Percentage of 
chapters in 

category over 
total chapters 
who violated 

the Social 
Policy (n=44)

Percentage 
of chapters in 
category over 
total number 
of chapters 

(n=65)

Chapters with Repeat 
Violations within Four-
Year Period

32 72.7%  49.2%

Chapters with Repeat 
Violations within the 
Same Semester

18 40.9% 27.7%

Chapters with Repeat 
Violations within One 
Academic Year (not 
including same semester 
violations)

17 38.6%  26.2%

Chapters with Repeat 
Violations within Two 
Non-Academic Terms 
(not including same 
semester violations)

17 38.6% 26.2%

Figure 3.Figure 3.11

Extent of Repeated Social Violations over Four-Year Period

 

Total 
Number of 
Chapters in 

Category

Percentage of 
chapters in 

category over 
total chapters 
who violated 

the Social Policy 
(n=44)

Percentage of 
chapters in 

category over 
total number of 
chapters (n=65)

Chapters with Two 
or More Violations 32 72.7%  49.2%

Chapters with Three 
or More Violations 21 47.7% 32.3%

Chapters with Four 
or More Violations 15 34.1%  23.1%

Chapters with Five 
or More Violations 11 25.0% 16.9%

 Chapters with Eight 
or More Violations 5 11.4% 7.7% 

Figure 3.Figure 3.22
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Figure 3.3 displays the above tables in graphical form. 
The x-axis represents the number of violations chapters 
could have in the four-year period, with the maximum at 12. 
The y-axis indicates the number of chapters that have sus-
tained that number of violations over four years. Although 
many chapters have only committed one or two violations, 
some chapters have extensive histories of misconduct. 

Figure 3.4 shows the most common types of violations. 
The three most reported types were “unregistered party,” 
“underage drinking,” and a “common source of alcohol.” 
Chapters may have been cited for multiple violations of the 
policy within the same event, thus these categories are not 
mutually exclusive.

It is important to note that not all types of violations 
are displayed in this table. While the three categories that 
are shown were the most commonly noted in the judicial 

summaries, the ability to conduct research in this area 
was limited. Often descriptions of incidents were generic 
or incomplete, making it diffi cult to determine additional 
offenses taking place during the incident. Future research 
should be conducted in this area to better categorize the 
types of social policy offenses that regularly occur.

B. A SURVEY OF CHAPTER PRESIDENTS

The above social violation data compiled through the 
judicial summaries indicates a phenomenon of repeated 
disregard on the part of some Greek chapters for the social 
policy. The following survey data may help explain this.

The three fi gures that follow are derived from data pro-
vided by the University chapter of Order of Omega, the in-
dependent Greek honor society. In early February of 2005, 
this group conducted a survey of thirty fraternity presidents 
and eleven sorority presidents regarding the nature of their 
chapter’s social events. These are events held or attended by 
the organization as a chapter, rather than examples of the 
behavior of individual members. For each question, chapter 
presidents were asked to “check all that apply,” and thus 
these data contain chapters that may have multiple data 
points because their chapter takes part in multiple types of 
behavior. The data that follow are based on the presidents’ 
responses to the survey. 

Figure 3.5 shows the location of social events that chap-
ters host or attend. The data indicate that the vast majority 

of chapters, both fraternities and sororities, utilize fraternity 
facilities for their events. Furthermore, the fraternity data in 
this location category imply that nearly all fraternities have 
engaged in some kind of social event at their facility. 

Also worth noting in Figure 3.5 is the disparity in “Bar” 
usage between fraternities and sororities for their events. 
The vastly higher rate of bar usage for sororities may be due 
to the national ban on social events with alcohol in sorority 
facilities. The “Sorority House” category confi rms the im-
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Types of Social Violations

Type of Violation
Total 

Violations
Percentage of All 

Violations (n=145)

 Unregistered Event 122  84.1%

Underage Drinking 115 79.3%

 Common Source of Alcohol  99  68.3%
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plications of this ban with 0.0% of chapters reporting events 
taking place in a sorority facility. Most national fraternities 
permit social events with alcohol in their facilities, borne out 
by the lesser rate of bar usage and overwhelming usage of 
the fraternity facility. Note too that a “Fraternity/Sorority 
Annex” refers to a facility that is privately owned or rented 
by members of the Greek chapter, but is not the offi cial 
chapter house. These facilities are typically located in the 
surrounding area.

Figure 3.6 shows the forms of alcohol served at social 
events hosted or attended by the chapter. The method for 
distribution of alcohol reported by the largest percentage of 
chapters is beer cans. Beer kegs seem to have been eliminat-
ed at chapter events, possibly due to the increased size of the 
deposit needed to obtain a keg required by state law. Also 
interesting to note, despite recent efforts to curb its usage, 
the data show that the majority of chapters still have served 
hard alcohol at their social events.

Since the location data from Figure 3.6 imply that 
nearly all fraternities hold social events, the “Beer Cans” 
data shown below imply that nearly all social events held by 
fraternities have alcohol present. This is reinforced by the 
0.0% response rate for the “No Alcohol” category by both 
fraternities and sororities.

Figure 3.7 shows the various methods chapters chose to 
distribute alcohol at their social events. These data clearly 
show the most common method for distribution is through 
an “Open Bar” system. Since “Catering Company” implies a 
hired service to tend bar, the term “Open Bar” implies that 
bartenders are themselves typically chapter members.

Finally, the term “Open Bar” implies that identifi cation 
often is not checked, and alcohol is offered to almost any 
guest of the chapter who requests it. Though not directly 
borne out in Figure 3.7, this is consistent with a “common 

source of alcohol” being a high proportion of violations 
(about 68%) as noted in Figure 3.4. This implication is rein-
forced by the author’s own experience throughout his visits 
to chapters and through conversations with chapter leaders.
 
Medical Emergencies and the Medical Amnesty Protocol

Medical emergencies are perhaps the most visible and 
potentially harmful outcomes of the dysfunctional behavior 
practiced by some Greek chapters. This subsection focuses 
on the prevalence of medical emergencies in the Greek sys-
tem and chapter behavior during an emergency.

For the purposes of this report, a medical emergency is 
defi ned as any instance when professional medical services 
are called and dispatched to assist an individual or group of 
people for a problem. Medical emergencies include, but are 
not limited to, overconsumption of alcohol by an individual, 
injury as a result of an accident by an individual, and injury 
as a result of an altercation between two individuals.

A. MEDICAL EMERGENCY DATA

During the four-year period reviewed, there were 29 medical 
emergencies found to be related to Greek life and docu-
mented through the OFSA. A total of 22 chapters experi-
enced at least one medical emergency in the period. Though 
not as pronounced as social violations, some chapters did 
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experience repeated medical emergencies. Six chapters sus-
tained two or more emergencies, with one chapter experi-
encing three (Figure 3.8). It is important to note that none 
of these repeat occurrences took place in the same semester, 
but a small number of chapters did experience more than 
one emergency in the same academic year. 

In addition to frequency, the location and details sur-
rounding a medical emergency might be helpful in identify-
ing where problems are occurring. Of the 29 emergencies 
documented, only three were not related to a social event at 
a fraternity or sorority facility. The other 26 occurred at, or 
were directly linked to, social events in Greek chapters. 

Figure 3.9 depicts the locations to which medical services 
professionals were dispatched. Chapter houses were by far 
the most common.

During a medical emergency involving students, one of 
the primary methods for notifi cation of emergency medical 
services is through student phone calls. The prevalence of 
emergencies taking place in the chapter facility raises even 
more questions about chapter and individual behavior dur-
ing a social event. The next subsection takes a qualitative 
analysis of students in emergency situations and the incen-
tives and inhibitions to calling for help.

B. MEDICAL AMNESTY PROTOCOL

Given the large percentage of medical emergencies that oc-
cur in chapter houses, it is reasonable to assume there may 
be other individuals present at Greek social events that re-
quire medical attention but do not receive it. Why? The best 
answer is simply that students at the social event choose not 
to call for help, despite their peer’s need.

This claim is supported by the author’s personal experi-
ence visiting and presenting to chapters during his work as a 
“social consultant” in the spring of 2005. The author asked 
chapters and chapter leaders if they ever have had a situa-
tion during a social event in which an individual may have 
required medical attention but a call for help was not made. 

In every presentation, the reply was affi rmative. The author dis-
covered two primary reasons chapters did not call for help: 
1) the individual was afraid of the ramifi cations for him or 
herself and/or the chapter, and 2) the individual had inad-
equate knowledge of when medical attention was required. 

The University’s Medical Amnesty Protocol (MAP), 
put into effect in the 2001–2002 academic year, is designed 
to combat the fi rst inhibition to call. According to the 
MAP, in the event that a chapter is found in violation but 
made a call for help when help was needed, the act of call-
ing serves as a “mitigating circumstance” with regard to the 
sanctioning process. On the other hand, if the chapter fails 
to call for help when help was needed, the failure to call 
serves as an “aggravating circumstance.”

However, throughout the research for this report, the 
author found no substantial evidence that calling or failing 
to call for help in a medical emergency affected the judicial 
sanctions levied on the chapter. In fact, even the OFSA 
Judicial Summaries largely lacked any mention of the MAP. 
Only in the summary from the most recent academic year 
was the MAP mentioned, and even then it was noted in 
only three instances, despite the fact that there were seven 
medical emergencies that transpired throughout the year. 

Finally, there have been several recent examples of a 
failure to call that may better portray the problem. In one 

Extent of Repeated Medical Emergencies over Four-Year Period

 

Total 
Number of 
Chapters in 
Category

Percentage of 
chapters in 
category over 
total chapters 
who have had 
an emergency 
(n=22)

Percentage of 
chapters in 
category over 
total number 
of chapters 
(n=65)

Chapters With One 
Emergency 16 72.7% 24.6%

Chapters With Two 
Emergencies 5 22.7% 7.7%

Chapters With Three 
Emergencies 1 4.5% 1.5%

Total Chapters Who Have 
Had An Emergency 22 - 33.8%
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instance, a sorority was attending an event at a fraternity’s 
facility. Throughout the course of the event, one woman 
became overly intoxicated and required immediate medical 
assistance. The sorority members wanted to call, but the 
fraternity members strongly urged them not to do so. When 
one sorority member attempted to make a call, a fraternity 
member used forcible restraint to keep her from doing so. 
A call was fi nally made and the woman was taken to the 
hospital immediately. 

In the second example, at a different fraternity a woman 
attending a social event required medical attention. One of 
the woman’s friends made a call for help. However, others 
at the social event disagreed with the act of calling. When 
the police arrived, some students intentionally misled the 
offi cers by directing them to another location in the facility 
and claiming the woman could not be found. When the po-
lice continued to search the facility they found the woman 
and got her the medical attention she needed.

 In both cases, fear of the repercussions of calling, 
for both the chapter and the individual, drove students 
to make decisions that were not in the best interest of the 
health and welfare of peer students. Given the two inhibi-
tions noted by the author from his consulting research, it 
is clear that the Medical Amnesty Protocol should play a 
greater role in the decision-making process of students to 
encourage them to react appropriately in medical emergency 
situations. To assist the MAP in becoming even more a part 
of the cultural norms of Greek social life, its tenets must be 
applied more consistently in the Greek judicial process. If 
students know they will be rewarded, not punished, for do-
ing the right thing, they might make the call more often.

Hazing

Hazing, though tempered from the days of Animal House, 
still seems to be prevalent amongst Greek chapters at the 
University. The goal of this section is not to discount or dis-
credit the recent strides made to help curb hazing practices, 
but simply to point out that hazing does still exist and to 
illustrate its extent amongst chapters with several examples.

A. FREQUENCY OF HAZING INCIDENTS

In the past four years, there have been 48 documented 
violations of the Anti-Hazing Policy by Greek chapters. Of 
the 65 total chapters, 30 of them, or about 46%, have been 
found in violation of hazing at least once in that time period. 

Figure 3.10 depicts the frequency of hazing violations 
for chapters. The x-axis variable represents the number 
of violations chapters could have in the four-year period, 

with the maximum at 5. The y-axis indicates the number of 
chapters that have sustained that number of violations over 
four years. Although many chapters have only committed 
one violation, ten chapters have repeatedly been in violation 
of hazing, and some as many as four or fi ve times.

Beyond the raw frequency of violations, the period of 
time in which chapters sustain repeat violations of the Anti-
Hazing Policy is also signifi cant. Of the 30 chapters who 
have been in violation of hazing, ten have violated it again. 

Social Violation Repeat Rates of Chapters 
amongst Different Time Periods

 

Total 
Number of 
Chapters in 
Category

Percentage of 
chapters in 
category over 
total chapters 
who violated 
the Social 
Policy (n=30)

Percentage 
of chapters 
in category 
over total 
number of 
chapters 
(n=65)

Chapters with Repeat 
Violations within Four-Year 
Period

10 33.3% 15.4%

Chapters with Repeat 
Violations within the Same 
Semester

6 20.0% 9.2%

Chapters with Repeat 
Violations within Two 
Consecutive Semesters 
(not including the same 
semester)

6 20.0% 9.2%

Chapters with Repeat 
Violations within 
Two Spring Terms 
(not including the 
same semester or two 
consecutive semesters)

6 20.0% 9.2%
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Figure 3.11 illustrates these trends with several catego-
ries representing different time periods. The fi rst category 
represents all chapters who have violated the policy more 
than once in the entire four-year period. The second cat-
egory represents chapters who have violated the policy twice 
in one semester. The third category represents chapters 
violating the policy at least once in one semester and then 
again in a consecutive semester. The last category represents 
chapters who have violated the policy at least once in one 
spring semester, and then again the next spring—the semes-
ter when a typical new member program commences. 

It is important to note that theses categories are not mu-
tually exclusive. Some chapters have repeatedly violated the 
policy in such short periods of time that they fi t into two or 
more categories. For example, a chapter might have violated 
the policy twice in one semester, then again the next semes-
ter, and then again the next spring. In that case that chapter 
would be included in all categories.

Finally, for this “Hazing” subsection it is important to 
note the breakdown of offenses between the three Greek 
councils. For the other two types of data, “Social Viola-
tions” and “Medical Emergencies,” the vast majority of 
incidents come from fraternity houses in the Interfraternity 
Council (IFC). For hazing, though a majority still come 
from the IFC, a signifi cant number also come from the 
Multicultural Greek Letter Council (MGLC) and the Pan-
Hellenic Council (Panhel). The breakdown of incidents by 
council is shown in Figure 3.12.

B. SEVERITY OF HAZING INCIDENTS

Hazing violations range in severity from causing mild psy-
chological stress to requiring uniforms to encouraging drug 
use to seriously endangering the health of a student to the 
point of requiring emergency medical assistance. This sub-
section is designed to give the reader some vivid examples of 
the documented hazing incidents occurring within the past 
four years.

• Each new member was required to fi nish a case of beer 

(24 cans) in a period of one night.
• New members were “kidnapped” by chapter members 

and not allowed to return to their residence halls for a 
period of one week. New members were made to sleep 
outside (the incident occurred in early April).

• New members were forced to drink large quantities of 
alcohol, smoke marijuana, and dance erotically for men.

• New members were required to shave their heads, wear 
uniforms, and march single fi le while being shouted at 
by chapter member(s).

• A new member was tied to a post with a dog leash 
around his neck while kneeling naked on the ground in 
front of the property. The new member was required to 
bark and growl at people passing by.

• “SoCo Rally”—400 shots of Southern Comfort liquor, 
divided between chapter members and 25 guests, were 
to be fi nished in less than one hour.

• New members were forced to each drink fi fteen shots of 
hard liquor in fi fteen minutes.
It should be noted that in some of the above cases, indi-

vidual new members required emergency medical attention 
for excessive consumption of alcohol.

Correlations between the Behaviors

When analyzing the three aspects of misconduct separately, 
it is apparent that some chapters are more dysfunctional 
than others in certain areas. However, when looking at a 
chapter’s history of misconduct in all three aspects simulta-
neously, the data show that misconduct in one area seems 
to correlate to misconduct in other areas. This is especially 
true for chapters with higher-than-average numbers of inci-
dents in one of the categories. In other words, dysfunctional 
behavior in one area seems to correlate to dysfunction in 
other areas as well.

The chapters who exhibit the strongest correlations 
between areas are those with a greater-than-average number 
of social violations. Figure 3.13 shows a vast disparity in the 
occurrence of medical emergencies between chapters with 
four or more social violations and chapters with three or 
fewer. Of the fi fteen chapters with four or more violations, 
12 of them, or 80%, have experienced a medical emergency, 
whereas only about 24% of the chapters with three or fewer 
violations have experienced an emergency. These data 
suggest that chapters that violate the social policy more fre-
quently are more likely to experience a medical emergency.

Hazing Incidents Broken Down by Council

 IFC MGLC Panhel

Number of Incidents 30 9 9

Percentage of Total Incidents 62.5% 18.8% 18.8%

Figure 3.12Figure 3.12
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Figure 3.14 reinforces the claim that chapters with a 
greater number of social violations are more likely to sustain 
a medical emergency. In terms of total social-related emer-
gencies, 60% have occurred in chapters with four or more 
social violations. However, those chapters comprise only a 
little over 20% of the total number of Greek chapters. 

The same trend is found with regard to a correlation 
between social violations and hazing. Figure 3.15 suggests 
that chapters with four or more social violations are found 

in violation of hazing more frequently than are chapters 
with three or fewer social violations. Of chapters with four 
or more social violations, about 67% have also violated the 
Anti-Hazing Policy. This is compared to chapters with 
three or fewer social violations, where only about 41% have 
hazing violations.

Finally, in terms of a correlation between all three 
categories, of the fi fteen chapters with four or more social 

violations, nine of them, or 60%, have both violated the 
anti-hazing policy and experienced at least one medical 
emergency in the past four years. Of chapters with three 
or fewer social violations, only two had experienced both a 
hazing violation and an emergency. Figure 3.16 depicts this 
disparity as percentages of the total number of chapters in 
each category.

The data in this subsection seem to demonstrate a 
system in which some chapters repeatedly exhibit dysfunc-
tional and potentially harmful behavior in more than one 
aspect of their operations. There are nine chapters that fi t 
into the category of four or more violations and also sustain-
ing at least one medical emergency and at least one hazing 
violation over the four year period. For these chapters, 
dysfunction seems to self-perpetuate and is not checked by 
the current judicial or educational system.

Sanctions and Chapter Behavior

Until now, the analysis of behavior in this chapter has fo-
cused on trends within the Greek system at large. This sub-
section adds another variable to the analysis—the individual 
chapter and its history of incidents and sanctions over the 
four-year period. It seems that neither educational efforts 
nor punitive Greek judicial sanctions have consistently been 
proven to change chapter behavior. 

To best display this data, the subsection will be divided 
into two parts, one concerning social violations and the oth-
er hazing violations. Medical emergencies will be referenced 
in conjunction with specifi c events when they occurred. 
(Please note that all chapter names have been changed to 
protect their identities. Only a sample of the 65 chapters 
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will be used n this section. Chapters will be referred to only 
by a letter, A through W.)

A. SOCIAL VIOLATIONS

To best understand the nature of a chapter’s behavior 
over time in relation to judicial sanctions, it is helpful to dis-
play the chapter’s violation history by semester. Figure 3.17 
(below) provides a look at all chapters with four or more 
social violations in the four-year period. The fi rst column 
denotes the chapters’ reference letter. The second column 
is the total number of violations for that chapter over four 
years. The following fi gure indicates the total number of 
social violations each chapter sustained in the corresponding 
semester. 

Greek chapters, like people, seem to 
respond differently to sanctions levied upon 
them for misconduct, as illustrated in Figure 
3.17. Chapter G, for example, had a series 
of four semesters from Fall ’01 to Spring 
’03 where it experienced a steady pattern of 
violations. But from Fall ’03 forward, chapter 
G has been violation-free. On the other hand, 
chapter O has only had one semester in four 
years without any violations, and also had a 
steady rate of two violations per semester for 
four consecutive semesters. 

The reason a chapter may experience a 
decline in the number of violations is not 
clear and is not explored thoroughly in this 
report. What is clear, however, is that some 
chapters continue to violate policy, despite 

repeated punishments. The Greek judicial structure has a 
menu of possibilities from which to choose when sanction-
ing a chapter for misconduct, especially in the social policy 
realm. The following are several examples of violation-sanc-
tion-violation patterns derived from the table in Figure 3.17 
to further demonstrate some chapters’ inability to improve. 
(Please note that the term “social probation” refers to a 
period in which a chapter may not host any social events at 
their facility or at a third-party facility.)

• Chapter “I” violated the social policy in Fall 2004 for 
having underage drinking and hard alcohol at a social 
event. They were sanctioned with eight weeks of social 
probation and mandated education on how to hold 
safe social events. The following semester, Spring 2005, 
Chapter “I” violated the social policy on two separate oc-
casions for an unregistered party and underage drinking.

• Chapter “B” violated the social policy in late Fall 2004 
for an open party, underage drinking, and a common 
source of alcohol. The chapter was given eight weeks 
of social probation. In early Spring 2005, Chapter “B” 
violated the policy again on two separate occasions while 
still on probation. They were again given four weeks 
social probation and mandated social event education.

• Chapter “M” is found in violation of University policy 
three times in Fall 2003, twice for underage drink-
ing and open parties, and once for assaulting another 
student so badly he required medical treatment. The 
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Summary of Individual Chapter Social Violations by Semester

2001-2002 2002-2003 2003-2004 2004-2005

Chapter Total Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring 

A 4 1 1 1 1

B 4 1 2 1

C 4 2 1 1

D 4 1 1 2

E 5 1 2 1 1

F 5 2 1 1 1

G 5 1 1 2 1         

H 5 1 1 2 1

I 6 1 2 1 2

J 6 1 1 1 2 1

K 8 2 1 2 2 1

L 8 2 2 2 1 1

M 8 2 1 3 1 1

N 9 1 2 1 1 4

O 12 1 2 2 2 2 1 2

Figure 3.17Figure 3.17
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chapter received eight weeks social probation for these 
infractions. In Spring 2004, the chapter was again found 
in violation for underage drinking and given another 
eight weeks of social probation. In Fall 2004, the chap-
ter was again found in violation for underage drinking.
These are just a few examples of chapters that are un-

willing to improve their behavior despite sanctions levied by 
the Greek judicial structure. Some chapters have begun to 
change their behavior recently, though. However, only two 
years ago, these chapters violated the social policy in ways 
similar to the above, more recent examples. 

B. HAZING VIOLATIONS

Though not as pronounced as for social violations, chap-
ters do exhibit some patterns for repeated hazing offenses. 
These patterns tend to be more annual in nature, as op-
posed to a repeated violation the very next semester. This 
is due to the fact that hazing typically takes place in the 
spring, during the new member programs for chapters. 
Figure 3.18 displays the hazing data for chapters with two 
or more offenses in four years. 

Just as for social violations, some chapters have success-
fully changed their behavior in terms of their new member 
programs and no longer are found in violation. Chapter “S” 
is a good example, and the author’s experience in work-
ing with chapters on new member programs confi rms 
this chapter’s strides taken in the past and willingness to 
improve in the future. However, some chapters are not as 
willing to change. Below are again examples of chapters’ 
reactions to sanctions for violating the Anti-Hazing Policy 
that correspond to Figure 3.18.

• Chapter “U” was found in violation of the Anti-Hazing 
Policy in spring 2002. They were put on social proba-
tion for one year and received an educational program 
on hazing (the “Compliance Program”). The following 
spring the chapter was again found in violation of the 
Anti-Hazing Policy. The chapter received yet another 
educational program on hazing.

• Chapter “V” was found in violation of the Anti-Hazing 
Policy in Spring 2002. The chapter was given social pro-
bation and required to help plan an educational presen-
tation on hazing. Two years later, in Spring 2004, the 
chapter violated the policy again. This time the chapter 
was given educational programs on hazing and alcohol 
abuse and social probation. The following spring, how-
ever, the chapter was found in violation again.

• Chapter “W” violated the policy in Spring 2004 and was 
sanctioned with “Probationary Recognition” and given 
social probation for eight weeks. The following year the 
chapter violated the policy on four separate occasions.
Although individual instances of hazing or other forms 

of misconduct can be considered dysfunction, this section 
will analyze the continuance of misconduct over time and 
through judicial sanctions. Why do these patterns persist 
and chapters do not change behavior, despite judicial and 
possibly physically harmful consequences? Furthermore, 
what can be done about theses patterns? The remainder of 
this report considers possible answers to these questions.

Discussion: An Explanation for Dysfunctional 
Patterns of Behavior
Despite the many nuances and implications of the data 

offered above, one general theme seems to 
resonate—some University Greek chapters 
continually engage in behavior that is not 
consistent with University policies and, 
more importantly, puts students mentally 
and physically at risk. Whether it is repeat-
edly violating the social policy, not calling 
for help in an emergency, hazing their new 
members, or doing all of the above, some 
chapters, regardless of consequences, have 
not demonstrated improvement in their be-
havior. It seems only a matter of time before 
a “medical emergency” data point moves to a 
far more serious category. 

Summary of Individual Chapter Hazing Violations by Semester

2001-2002 2002-2003 2003-2004 2004-2005

Chapter Total Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring 

P 2 1 1

Q 2 2

R 2 2

N 2 1 1

S 2 1 1

T 3 1 1 1

U 3 1 2

V 3 1 1 1

H 4 2 2

W 5 1 4

Figure 3.18Figure 3.18
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Why? Why are members of chapters willing to risk even 
the health and safety of their peers? Perhaps open par-
ties, hard alcohol, and hazing are the cultural norm for the 
Greek system. Even so, why is it that the system cannot self-
correct? What will it take to change chapter behavior?

Incentives

At its most fundamental level, human behavior, whether 
individually or in a group, is driven by incentives. What are 
the perceived costs and benefi ts associated with choosing a 
particular course of action? Students experience incentives 
every day, and for many, the University setting is the place 
where, for the fi rst time in their lives, they are forced to 
make choices largely on their own. Thus 
the perception of costs and benefi ts no 
longer travels through the often-wiser lens 
of the parent, but is taken in and acted 
upon by the student individually. In a 
group of students, this effect is magnifi ed, 
and often a misperception of the true costs 
and benefi ts of an action becomes the 
norm.

 The principle of governance implies 
that a power greater than the individual 
can alter these incentives by increasing or 
decreasing the cost or benefi t of an action 
through some kind of sovereign act. Thus, when individuals 
or individual groups do not act in the best interests of the 
whole, a governing body can correct behavior by changing 
the incentives associated with that behavior. In this sense, a 
governance structure can correct dysfunction. 

At the heart of the dysfunction of the University Greek 
system is a lack of governance, a lack of accountability to 
that greater power, and thus an inability to alter incentives 
and improve behavior.

Self-Governance

The self-governance system through the Greek Councils has 
great merit, teaching students how to lead, motivate others, 
and create policy. It also serves as a tremendous program-
ming outlet for the Greek community. However, its weakest 
point is perhaps is most crucial function—the regulation 
of chapter behavior. As was illustrated previously, Greek 
chapters admittedly engage in some very dangerous activities 
(e.g., social events with alcohol and hard liquor consump-

tion, hazing, failing to call in the case of a medical emer-
gency). Therefore effective regulation is essential to ensuring 
the health and safety of the University’s Greeks students. 

At the core, effective regulation of behavior requires 
both practical policies and enforceable sanctions. The Greek 
Councils have sound policies that promote safe practices 
of social events and new member programs, but they lack 
both the ability and will to punish effectively anyone who 
breaks them. Cultural norms in the Greek system point 
to a system-wide desire to violate the policy. The elected 
judicial structure is a refl ection of those who elected it; thus 
the judges lack the incentive to levy punishments that would 
change behavior.

There are several reasons for the 
practical ineffectiveness of these sanctions. 
First, the educational sanctions often 
explain and underscore the University 
policy to the members and especially the 
leadership of the chapter. However, based 
on the author’s personal experience from 
chapter presentations, chapter members 
and leaders are very much aware of the 
rules and how to get around them. 

Secondly, the Greek judicial structure 
does not seem to increase its severity of 
punishment of repeated offenses in a 

systematic manner. It has been the experience of the author 
that many decisions are made on an ad hoc basis, rather than 
by taking into consideration all offenses from recent years. 
Furthermore, the process seems to be relatively devoid of 
any codifi ed criteria linking violations to sanctions. This is 
further evidenced by chapters receiving the same sanction, 
such as social probation, for consecutive offenses semester 
after semester.

Finally, and most importantly, the current judicial 
structure lacks the ability and the will to levy consistent, 
enforceable sanctions on chapters so as to change the incen-
tives surrounding their dysfunctional behavior. In other 
words, the system does not have a foundation upon which 
other sanctions can be built. What judicial mechanism as-
sures that chapters on social probation will not have parties? 
What are the repercussions if chapters do not change their 
behavior after being sanctioned? Without a truly enforce-
able punishment, the current judicial structure cannot hold 
the system accountable.

At the heart of 

the dysfunction of 

the Greek system 

is a lack of 

accountability.
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The Ultimate Accountability Structure: 

The University Recognition Policy

If an alteration in incentives can change a Greek chapter’s 
behavior, and an effective means for changing incentives 
is through a sound governance structure, then part of the 
solution to chapter dysfunction must lie in the sovereign 
power that exists above the chapters. The problem with the 
Greek councils and their judicial structure is that they lack 
this sovereignty, or the ability to actually enforce their rules. 
Where does that ability then lie? University Greek chapters 
are affi liated with the University, and their members are 
students of the University. Thus the logical locus for power 
lies within the University itself. In terms 
of accountability for Greek chapters, that 
power manifests itself in the form of the 
University Recognition Policy.

University Recognition Policy for 
Fraternities and Sororities, Sections “a” 
and “h” reads:

a. Recognition:
 Recognition is the formal process by 

which the University determines whether 
a social fraternity or sorority…may 
avail itself of certain privileges within the 
gift of the University…. It may identify 
its charter with the University and be 
eligible for the benefi ts described herein 
and the privileges accorded to other 
recognized student organizations. 

h.  Probation and Withdrawal of Recognition:
 When in the judgment of the President or his designee a 

chapter no longer meets the Criteria for Full Recognition, 
or during a period of Provisional Recognition, no longer is 
making satisfactory progress toward Full Recognition, Full 
or Provisional Recognition may be withdrawn…

Theoretically, no sanction can be enforced except for the 
revocation of recognition. The Greek Councils and even the 
University administration cannot force a chapter to abstain 
from holding events, pay a fi ne, or perform community 
service. However, the University administration can remove 
the chapter’s affi liation to the University and all the rights 
and privileges that come with it. In this manner, only the 

University can ultimately hold the chapter accountable at 
the organizational level.

Though the recognition policy of the University clearly 
delineates the ability to remove a chapter, in practice the 
act of removing recognition is used very cautiously, as it 
should be. Removing the recognition of an organization, 
with its members, history, and alumni, is a serious matter. 
However, how cautious should the University be? What is 
the standard for pulling a chapter’s recognition? Given the 
behavior demonstrated through the data, should the bar for 
acceptability be raised?

Currently, the standard in practice does not foster a 
change in perceived incentives amongst 
chapters. In other words, the standard 
is not quite high enough to change a 
chapter’s behavior. The author’s obser-
vations during his in-chapter visits and 
presentations support this claim. Not one 
of the chapters he spoke to about social 
policy, consequences, and safety regarded 
revocation of recognition as a major threat. 

A recent example can better illustrate 
this statement. The current process for 
removing recognition involves careful 
negotiations with the alumni and national 
organization of the chapter in question in 
which the University recommends that the 
alumni or the national offi ce remove the 
chapter. If one of these groups disagrees 

with the University’s recommendation, history has borne 
out that negotiations continue. Within the last four years, 
several chapters have been closed through this process. In 
the process of closing one of these chapters, the chapter’s 
national organization was very reluctant to follow the 
University’s recommendations. 

This particular Greek chapter had a history. In the fall 
of that academic year, they had already sustained a possible 
sexual assault in their facility coupled with a medical trans-
port for alcohol overdose. During the spring, the chapter 
was found in violation of the Anti-Hazing Policy for forcing 
its new members to drink large quantities of hard alcohol in 
a very short period of time. The University recommended 
that the national headquarters pull the chapter; however, 
negotiations were slow. The University made it very clear to 
the chapter that they were in trouble. 

The University 

administration 

can remove the 

chapter’s affi liation 

to the University 

and all the rights 

and privileges that 

come with it.
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Several months later, though, the chapter was again 
found in violation of the Anti-Hazing Policy for sending its 
new members on a “scavenger hunt” all over the East Coast, 
in addition to not ending its new member program by the 
OFSA deadline. Finally, the chapter’s alumni agreed that 
recognition should be pulled, and thus the organization was 
removed. 

This example illustrates several important points about 
the University’s recognition policy in practice. First, it 
demonstrates the reluctance on the part of the University to 
remove recognition. Although there are barriers to revoking 
recognition, which will be discussed in the conclusion of this 
section, the University’s reluctance enabled the chapter to 
persist in its dangerous activities. Swifter action may have 
been able to curb some of these problems, including the 
medical emergencies that resulted from the chapter’s hazing 
incident in the spring.

Second, and more importantly, the example has a public 
effect. It serves as a demonstration to all other chapters of 
the expected standard for conduct and the violation level at 
which a chapter will be removed. Put bluntly, the standard 
presented in this example is extremely low.

The data show that most chapters do not commit such 
serious offenses as sexual assault/medical transport, and 
then, only a few months later, have a hazing incident in 
which medical attention was required. In fact, no other 
chapter in the past four years has that level of severity in 
terms of both social and hazing violations in that short of 
time period. Unfortunately, even this level was not enough 
to remove the chapter in the example above. Another hazing 
incident was required.

Therefore, if the standard for conduct is set at a level 
described in this example, the current pattern of persistent 
dysfunction will be inevitable. In other words, if the pattern 
is to change, the baseline level for conduct must be raised. 
This level is tied to University’s Recognition Policy and the 
point at which a chapter is removed.

Conclusion: A New Paradigm for Incentives 
and Standards
Some University Greek chapters demonstrate through their 
behavior a blatant disregard for rules, policies and, most 
importantly, the health of their members and guests. In cer-
tain settings, like social events and new member programs, 
these chapters create an environment that poses immediate 

mental and physical health risks to students. The medical 
emergencies that correspond to certain events are only the 
most visible effects of these environments on students. 

If these behaviors are to improve, the incentives sur-
rounding them must change. Student governance lacks the 
will and the ability to make these changes. The system is 
broken. The change must come from a higher power, one 
with the ability to truly hold chapters accountable. For 
change to occur, the University administration must act.

There is no question that this kind of University action 
is complex. The principles of self-governance and educa-
tion are ingrained in the standard judicial procedures. Both 
practices serve important roles in helping students learn and 
ultimately improve their behavior. 

This report does not suggest that the University should 
diminish its promotion of these methods. If resources were 
available for regular educational programs for each individ-
ual chapter, behavior might be able to improve somewhat. 
However, though education and self-governance may be 
necessary, they are not suffi cient alone to change chapter 
behavior. Measures of accountability are fundamental to 
these efforts. 

Standards for Removal of Recognition

What is meant by accountability? In terms of the Universi-
ty’s relationship with Greek chapters, accountability implies 
the privilege of recognition, and the University’s ability to 
grant or remove it. Accountability also implies a codifi ed 
standard for acceptable and unacceptable behavior. At what 
point is a chapter’s loss of recognition considered? At what 
point is recognition removed? 

Specifi c standards need to be put into place and publi-
cized throughout the Greek community. The perception of 
meaningful consequences is as important as the consequenc-
es themselves. Currently, chapters lack that kind of percep-
tion and do not genuinely fear losing recognition.

Standards for recognition ought to be based on measur-
able criteria. Two possibilities for such criteria could be 
the frequency and severity of violations. In these cases, the 
primary role of the Greek judicial structure is to determine 
1) whether or not the chapter was in fact in violation, and 
2) how severe the violation was. 

The frequency criterion implies that certain numbers of 
violations over certain periods of time would trigger differ-
ent consequences. For example, two social violations in a 
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two-semester span might trigger probationary recognition. 
Three in that same time period triggers removal. The same 
kind of criteria could be applied to hazing violations or vio-
lations over a longer or shorter period of time. The quantity 
of violations in the span of time could be changed to fi t the 
form of violation or the time period.

The severity criterion implies that some offenses could 
be deemed so severe that they trigger certain consequences 
immediately. For example, if a chapter engages in hazing ac-
tivity in which new members are forced to drink dangerous 
quantities of hard alcohol in a short span of time, and some 
new members require medical treatment, then the chapter’s 
recognition may be removed immediately. Furthermore, a 
continuum could be codifi ed that would assist the judicial 
structure in determining severity of a viola-
tion. Forcing new members to drink hard 
alcohol could be considered more severe 
than underage drinking during a social 
event. Thus a greater number of underage 
drinking offenses would be required to 
remove recognition than if a chapter was 
found forcing its new members to drink.

Self-governance

This discussion of standards applies only 
to the Recognition Policy and the removal 
of recognition as a sanction for miscon-
duct. As previously stated, self-governance 
is also central to the Greek judicial system, both for educa-
tional and other purposes. The University’s standards for 
recognition would only be put into play in the event that a 
chapter satisfi es either the frequency or severity criteria. All 
judicial procedures and sanctions other than Recognition 
Policy should be carried out by the student self-governing 
system in the form of the Greek Judicial Board.

However, in addition to frequency and severity, some 
standard is needed for chapters who do not follow the sanc-
tions handed down by the student Judicial Board. Such a 
mechanism should be built into the frequency criteria. If a 
chapter breaks their social probation, perhaps removal of 
recognition should be discussed.

Barriers to Removing Recognition

Removing a Greek chapter is not a light matter. There are 
additional effects of such an action that may inhibit the 

University from revoking a chapter’s recognition. However, 
inhibitions that cause the University to be slow to act can 
have potentially disastrous consequences, as previously il-
lustrated. 

Though these inhibitions are manifested in many forms, 
there are two primary sets of barriers that seem to dominate 
the discussions to remove a chapter’s recognition. The fi rst 
set is political in nature, consisting of the will of the alumni 
and the national organization of the chapter in question. As 
it should be, the University’s relationship with its alumni 
is very important for many reasons. Greek organizations 
are major links between many alumni and the University 
that continue to bring them back to campus and keep them 
involved. Removing a chapter means removing one of these 

links, and potentially alienating those 
alumni.

When it comes to a chapter that 
endangers a student’s health, though, the 
question of recognition involves deter-
mining which is the lesser of two evils. 
Although removing a chapter might mean 
disengaging alumni, it might also mean 
protecting a student’s education, mental 
health, or even their life. Maintaining an 
alumni connection could potentially be 
balanced against a student failing out of 
school, slipping into depression, or getting 
injured or dying. 

These are serious concerns, and there is no question 
that University offi cials would do anything in their power 
to protect a student’s safety. However, political forces do 
play a role in the decision-making process. Therefore, if the 
removal of Greek chapters happened via standardized recog-
nition procedures, the University might be able to act more 
swiftly. Codifi ed criteria based on frequency and severity of 
violations might help separate the decision from the politics 
by making it more procedural than discretionary. This 
might be especially true if the standards for loss of recogni-
tion are also agreed upon by the Alumni Advisory Council.

The other barrier to revoking a chapter’s recognition 
is the possibility that the chapter might still continue to 
exist even after offi cial recognition is removed. This barrier 
applies much more to the chapters with non-University-
owned facilities. The fear of these “rogue chapters” is that 
the University would then lack any ability to regulate or 

The Greek system 

is broken. It needs 

the University’s 

guidance and 

governance to 

be fi xed.
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even hold a relationship with the organization. They could 
engage in even more dangerous behavior without the Uni-
versity being able to control it.

Though this is a very real possibility, should it inhibit 
the University from removing a chapter that is causing 
immediate harm to students? Furthermore, are there ways 
to design a mechanism that would effectively manage these 
kinds of rogue chapters if they would arise? 

One such mechanism could be targeting these chapters’ 
recruitment abilities. Without continuous new member-
ship, Greek organizations perish quickly. As some Univer-
sity administrators have suggested, the University could 
make public the names of the chapters that are currently 
not recognized and include the reasons their recognition 
was revoked. Letters with this information could be sent to 
fi rst-year students’ parents, in addition to notifi cation of the 
fi rst-years themselves. Letters could also be sent to the par-
ents of the active members of the chapter at the time when 
recognition is revoked, notifying them of the action taken 
and the reasons why. 

Furthermore, as some administrators have also suggest-
ed, the University could target the individuals who belong 
to rogue chapters through the Campus Code of Conduct 
and the Offi ce of the Judicial Administrator. Provisions 
could be written into the code banning any student from 
being a member of a Greek organization not recognized by 
the University. Serious consequences would result if it were 
discovered that a student was a member of such an organi-
zation. 

Finally, though not offi cially recognized by the Univer-
sity, such chapters must still comply with state law. Coordi-
nation with the Local Police Department might also be an 
avenue to help remedy such a problem if it were to arise. 

Though underground Greek chapters do present a chal-
lenge, they should not be feared, especially when weighing 
the costs and benefi ts of closing a chapter that pose a serious 
threat to student health. The University has the ability to 
regulate these chapters, both on the organizational and the 
member levels. 

Final Remarks

The Greek system is broken. Its own rules are not followed, 
and its own members do not act in the best interests of one 
another. The data depict a system where common sources 
of alcohol, hard liquor at social events, hazing, and an inabil-

ity to learn from self-imposed consequences have become 
the norm. The system needs guidance and governance to be 
fi xed, and it needs the University’s help to do it. 

The notion of what is acceptable and what is not needs 
to be changed. A perception of meaningful consequences for 
continual dysfunctional behavior is central to this change. 
During my chapter visits regarding social event planning 
and safety, I found that the chapter members would largely 
ignore me until I mentioned the term “state troopers” in ref-
erence to enforcement. Heads turned, people dropped their 
forks to their dinner plates, and everyone started listening. 
The possibility of signifi cant consequences seemed to grab 
and sustain their attention. In a sense, the same must be 
done for the system at large.

The University wields a truly enforceable and mean-
ingful sanction—the loss of recognition. To meet these 
challenges, it must act. However, this conclusion does not 
imply that the University move to absorb all judicial func-
tions of the Greek self-governance structure. In fact, its 
role is relatively small, but very meaningful. By developing 
codifi ed standards for the revocation of chapter recognition, 
the University can both change social norms and provide 
a foundation upon which the student judicial system can 
begin to better govern itself.

University students have gone to the hospital because 
the chapters whose events they attended are not effectively 
held accountable for their behavior. It is time for a change. 
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