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CHAPTER 9

Nepotism in American Universities Starts 
Resembling Ukraine

Ararat L. Osipian

The two leading US-based daily papers covering higher education around 
the world—The Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside Higher Education—
reported the nepotism scandal at the Southern Illinois University in Carbon-
dale (Wyllie, 2018; Bird, 2018). The Chancellor of SIU Carbondale, Carlo D. 
Montemagno, came under scrutiny because his daughter and son-in-law were 
hired for university jobs created for them and their pay was allegedly unrea-
sonably high. While Chancellor Montemagno was proposing campus-wide 
cuts, his daughter, Melissa Germain, and her husband, Jeffrey Germain, began 
working in newly created positions earning USD 52,000 annually in one case 
and an hourly rate of USD 45 in the other (Spoerre, 2018b).

The news, first reported by the campus publication, Daily Egyptian, grabbed 
national attention. The student news site reported a view on the matter some-
what different from that of university officials. SIU’s Communications and 
Marketing Director, Rae Goldsmith, said that, “It’s not unusual because that’s 
part of what you do to negotiate to get the people you want here,” confirming a 
verbal agreement between Chancellor Montemagno and SIU President Randy 
Dunn (Spoerre, 2018b).

Faculty association president, Dave Johnson, had a different view. He said 
that while spousal hires are not uncommon, bringing a child and her spouse 
on board is unusual. “I’m not a lawyer and I don’t understand all the legalities 
involved, but I do take the ethics test on a yearly basis and it says you can’t hire 
people just because they’re family members. They have to be the best people 
for the position. It would be surprising if the new chancellor’s daughter and 
son-in-law suddenly became the best people for positions in the weeks and 
months after he was hired” (Spoerre, 2018b). Montemagno’s appointment was 
approved by the board of trustees on July 13, 2017. The investigation was under 
way as President Dunn suggested that, “The information that’s been reported 
certainly presents a set of facts that is appropriate to examine” (Thomason, 
2018).

Montemagno’s four-year contract includes a USD 340,000 annual base sal-
ary. In addition, his relocation cost totaled USD 65,930 of which the university 
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covered USD 61,000. It was later revealed that an additional USD 16,076 was paid 
for the relocation of his daughter (Rhodes, 2018). After the scandal erupted, 
Montemagno reimbursed the university for his daughter’s relocation cost.

This is not the first case of alleged nepotism that the Southern Illinois univer-
sity system faces. In 2011, granddaughter of then SIU president Glenn Poshard 
received a SIU Chancellor’s Scholarship worth USD 80,000 sparking criticism 
that nepotism played a role in her award (Jahnke, 2012). Poshard denied any 
intervention during the selection process and insisted that his granddaughter 
earned the award on her own merits.

The university’s policy, approved by the board of trustees in 1982, states that, 
“No employee shall initiate or participate in institutional decisions involving a 
direct benefit (initial employment, leave of absence, tenure, promotion, sab-
batical, retention, salary, etc.) to any person related to him or her by marriage 
or blood” (SIU Board of Trustees, 1982).

In many countries around the globe nepotism in higher education institu-
tions, including those funded by taxpayers, is not unusual at all. One notorious 
example of widespread nepotism in academia was in Italian higher education 
(Edwards, 2017), a system periodically shaken by scandals of nepotism (Trans-
parency International, 2018). The term itself comes from Italian nepotismo and 
originates from Latin nepos, meaning nephew.

Indeed, Chancellor Montemagno’s missteps—if any—pale in comparison 
to misconduct by academy dons in more autocratic settings. Chancellor Mon-
temagno is by all measures an amateur, at least when compared to examples of 
nepotism found in universities in other parts of the world. One master of nep-
otism resides in Ukraine, in one of country’s top universities. Until recently, 
Dmytro Melnichuk, the rector of the National University of Life and Environ-
mental Sciences of Ukraine, gave clear hiring preference to family members. 
Melnichuk served as the rector for three decades, appointed to the office in 
1984 during the Cold War era (Peshko, 2013).

During his tenure as the rector, Dmytro Melnichuk managed to employ 29 
relatives, including immediate family members as well as distant cousins. His 
wife and two sons held top administrative positions. The employees of the 
university joked, “One relative per year” (Samofalov, 2016). Rector Melnichuk 
holds a doctorate in biochemistry and membership in the National Academy 
of Sciences, specializing in molecular biology. He has US connections too as 
an honorary professor at Iowa State University and Arkansas State University 
and even an honorary title as a lifelong member of the Louisiana State Senate 
(“Mel’nichuk Dmitriy Alekseyevich,” 2018; NUBiP, 2018).

Founded in 1898, the National University of Life and Environmental Sciences 
in Ukraine enrolls over 35,000 students. The university administration, includ-
ing the rector, was marred in a string of criminal investigations. Allegations 
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included corruption, financial misconduct, nepotism, and sale of state land 
into private hands. Somewhat remarkably during this time, the university’s 
administration building was engulfed in flames and the university’s financial 
documentation and archives were destroyed (Samofalov, 2016).

Rector Melnichuk was removed from office in 2014 as a result of an uprising 
that has become known as the “Euromaidan.” There were speculations that 
then Minister of Education and Science, Serhiy Kvit, fired rector Melnichuk 
in order to vacate the lucrative university place for ex-Minister Nikolayenko. 
Nevertheless, this unfortunate event did not have any negative impact on Mel-
nichuk’s family. His son was soon appointed the governor of Ukraine’s central 
region where the country’s capital, Kyiv, is located. In 2016, he too was subject 
to a criminal investigation on allegations of corruption and disappeared from 
the country.

Communist regimes understood the risks of nepotism. In the Soviet Union, 
there was a legal ban on nepotism in academia and beyond (Labor Code of 
the Russian Federation, 1972). The ban stipulated that spouses and other fam-
ily members could not even work in the same department, especially in cases 
where one was a direct report to the other. This ban is long gone. Today, not 
only rectors, but deans and chairs of departments routinely hire their off-
spring, in-laws, and even grandchildren to faculty positions. Children of fac-
ulty members and university administrators study under parental supervision 
on publicly-funded scholarships. In this way, universities have often been con-
verted into family enterprises. There are plenty of departments where several 
faculty members share same last name and where many more family members 
with different last names are also employed.

College students who receive academic degrees through bribery or nepo-
tism can likely land a job with a government agency or company in their coun-
try. Such is the case in Ukraine and many other developing nations. As a result 
of biased selection, there are civil servants in public office who cannot even 
manage simple paperwork. At the same time, bright, but less affluent candi-
dates often end up in menial jobs. As such, nepotism results in a terrible waste 
of human capital and slows economic development.

In the US, hiring a qualifying spouse is the norm, also known as dual 
career accommodation policy. But this policy hasn’t avoided scandal. In 
2006, the Chancellor of the University of California-Santa Cruz, Denice Den-
ton, committed suicide, jumping to her death from high-rise building (Vega 
& VanDerbeken, 2006). She drew criticism when her partner was hired to an 
administrative post with a salary of nearly USD 200,000. Extravagant expenses 
for the renovations of the chancellor’s mansion also came to light.

Leading American universities are at the top of world university rankings 
and generally, the gold standard for higher education worldwide, including for 
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high ethical standards. Nevertheless, the alleged nepotism scandal at South-
ern Illinois Carbondale is not exceptional in a relatively well-to-do American 
higher education sector.

In 2016, a scandal erupted at the University of California-Davis (Watanabe, 
2016). The chancellor of UC Davis, Linda Katehi, already infamous for a stu-
dent pepper-spray incident that took place on campus in 2011 (SFC, 2016), was 
forced to resign amid allegations of nepotism. The case involved the chancel-
lor’s husband, son, and daughter-in-law who benefitted from questionable pro-
motions, pay raises, and funding.

This kind of wrongdoing based on poor judgement and self-serving becomes 
a pattern. Favors to relatives reflect poor judgement and support academic 
corruption. Is hiring dual-career couples comparable to multiple-career family 
contracts? Is Carlo Montemagno or Linda Katehi in the US any less guilty of 
academic corruption than Dmytro Melnichuk in Ukraine? The broader ques-
tion is whether nepotism is any less likely to occur in developed than in devel-
oping countries. Perhaps, but this needs scrutiny everywhere.
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