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The Changing Structure of the Academic

Job Market*

A. Lanethea Mathews, Syracuse University

umerous recent articles (e.g.,
Hartle and Galloway 1996,
Lapidus 1997, Pfannestial 1998; Wil-
son 1996) examine the “crisis” state
of the current academic job market.

Conventional labor market indica-
tors, however, often suggest more
tfavorable conditions for new doctor-
ates than one would expect given
growing feelings of pessimism within
the halls of higher education (Bar-
kume 1996-97). Although many
professional associations and univer-
sity administrations keep records of
their graduates’ placement success,
statistics on the academic job mar-
ket are not coordinated, easily avail-
able, or consistent across disci-
plines.! In this article, I first
consider whether perceived changes
in academic employment can be
documented empirically. Second, I
suggest that it is important to share
information about the current struc-
ture of the job market and the com-
position of faculty in higher educa-
tion with current doctoral students
seeking a realistic picture of career
apportunities. Third, [ conclude by
suggesting that more empirical data
about the job market must be cal-
lected befare an accurate model of
how changes in the marketplace af-
fect doctoral education and employ-
ment can be constructed.

Recent Trends

According to the Association of
American Universities (AAU), “un-
employment among new doctorates
has consistently been low,” and
Ph.D.s continue to maintain high
levels of employment throughout
their careers (AAU 1998). Only 2%
of 1991-95 AAU university doctoral
graduates® were unemployed in
1995. The unemployment rate for
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political and related sciences was
approximately 1% in 1995.% Looking
only at unemployment rates, the ac-
ademic job market appears to be
doing better than most other mar-
kets (although doctorates in some
disciplines, like mathematics, which
had a 14,7% unemployment rate in
1997, are much worse off [Magner
19971).

What these numbers do not re-
veal, however, are answers to impot-
tant questions about the nature of
emplaoyment for Ph.D.s and the type
of work they are doing, about the
composition of higher education fac-
ulty, and about the likeithood of
continuous employment in one job
versus 4 series of jobs. Unemploy-
ment rates do not say much about
how Ph.D.s" employment draws
meaningfully on their doctoral train-
ing, or if it fails to do so (AAU
1998). Finally, while most Ph.D-s
eventually find work doing sosmie-
thing, nearly 40% of the class of
1995 were still seeking employment
or postdoctoral placement at the
time of graduation—a figure that
suggests Ph.D.s are not having an
easy time landing the jobs they want,
at least not quickly (AAU 1998).

Full-Time Tenure-Track lobs

During the 1960s, the percentage
of faculty in full-time tenure-track
jobs hovered between 50 and 55%
of all individuals holding faculty po-
sitions. By 1980, this figure had
climbed to approximately 63 to 68%.
It held relatively firm until about
1988, when the situation began to
reverse (Bowen and Schuster 1986).
Although the absolute population of
full-time faculty increased hy 25%
between 1973 and 1993, only about
30% of full-time faculty members
were tenured by 1993 (National
Center for Education Statistics
[NCES] 1996). The proportion of
full-time faculty not tenured but on
the tenure track decreased from
29.1% to 20.8% during this same
period. And in the largest change by
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far among full-time faculty, the pro-
portion of individuals ineligible for
tenure increased from 18.6% in 1975
to 27.3% in 1993 (National Educa-
tion Association [NEA] 1997).

Park-Time Jobs

The increase in the number of
full-time faculty members not on the
tenure track has been accompanied
by an increase in the number of
part-time faculty (also usually not on
the tenure track).* Although there is
nothing new about the presence of
part-time faculty members at U.S.
institutions of higher education, one
estimate suggests that the number of
part-timers grew by 48% (from
254,800 to 376, 400) between 1987
and 1992 (Schuster 1998)." The pro-
portion of part-time faculty mem-
bers among “senior instructional
staff” at all institutions increased
from 22% in 1970 to 34% percent in
1987 (Rhoades and Hendrickson
1997}, and had reached more than
40% by 1993 {Conference on the
Growing Use of Part-Time and Ad-
junct Faculty 1997}, The American
Association of University Professors
recently found that the number of
lecturers (nontenureable, usually
part-time instructors) at universities
more than doubled from 1987 ta
1995 (Wilson 1996). Now, nearly
one-half of all faculty at institutions
of higher education occupy part-
time positions (Benjamin 1998).

Postgraduate Employment Commitments
and Postdocs

The decline in full-time and ten-
ure-track jobs is mirrored in the

ONLINE RESOURCE

For more details on the Conference on
the Growing Use of Part-Time and Ad-
junct Faculty and the werk of the Coo-
ition on the Academic Wark Force,

be sure to visit o speciol FSonfine sec-
tion at www.apsanet.org/PS/adjunct/.
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steadily decreasing number of gradu-
ates reporting postgraduation em-
ployment commitments. In the
1970s, almost three-quarters of doc-
toral students secured jobs prior to
graduation. During the 1990s, the
proportion never exceeded two-
thirds. In 1993, only 52% of new
Ph.D.s had definite employment
commitments in higher education,
down from 68% in 1970 {Hartle and
Galloway 1996). By 1994, about one-
thitd of all new doctorate recipients
were still seeking employment or
postdoctoral assignments at the time
they received their degree. Among
those degree recipients with past-
graduation employment commit-
ments, the proportion going into
academia had decreased, while the
proportion heading for industry or
the private sector increased (Nation-
al Research Council 1996). Seventy-
one percent of Ph.D.s with post-
graduation commitments planned to
teach and 29% planned postdoctoral
study; only18% planned postdoctoral
study in 1976. Some Ph.D.s reported
having taken as many as four post-
doctoral appeintments in succession,
noting that they found it difficult to
find full-time or tenure-track jobs
(Barkume 1996-97).

These percentages do vary by
field. In 1996, for example, Ph.D.s in
education were most likely to have a
commitment for either work or
study; Ph.D.s in the humanities were
least likely. In the social sciences,
about 65% of doctorates with de-
grees in hand had definite commit-
ments for work or postdoctoral
study following graduation (National
Research Council 1996).

The Current Situation

Today, a faculty member is more
likely to be a woman and a member
of a2 minority racial/ethnic group,
and less likely to be U.S.-born and
to hold a tenure-track position than
at any time in the past (Magner
1996a}.

Today’s nentenure-track Ph.D.s
are often temporary workers. In
1993, more than one-half (50.8%) of
all higher institution faculty mem-
bers had one-year employment con-
tracts and (5% had contracted for
only one academic term. In addition,
about one-third of faculty had con-
tracts for a limited number of years
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Actions Required to Improve Doctoral Education

1. Spend more time, money, and effort on career planning and placement
activities for doctoral students.

e Establish collaboration between career planning and placement centers
and academic departments for career planning werkshop activities to
be offered starting the third year of the doctoral program.

o Work with faculty to broaden the acceptance of business-,
government-, and/or nonprofit-sectar careers as legitimate and
desirable Ph.D. outcomes.

2. Continue to support all students to complete their degrees.
& Continue to reward research mentoring by faculty.
@ Assist minority students to find mentoring and establish networks
across departments.

3. Focus on postdoctoral appointees.

¢ The graduate dean or the vice chancellor for research must assume
responsibility for postdoctoral affairs.

& A maximum of 5 or 6 years should be spent in a postdoctoral position.

e Postdocs should be ensured adequate freining, selary, and health
insurance.

¢ Postdocs should be ensured adequate professional development
opportunities, including opportunities to pursue skills training and
participate in workshops and conferences.

¢ Administrators should foster development of a postdoctoral
community.

4. Improve assessment of program by students.
¢ Conduct surveys of students at regular intervals throughout their
doctoral studies.
& Require students to complete an exit survey/interview.
~ @ Conduct a five-years-out benchmark survey on program
satisfaction {e.g., Would you still pursue a Ph.D. in your field?
Would you still study at this university?)

5. Develap creative solutions for the problems faced by dual-career

couples,

o Work to heighten awareness of dual-career concerns among all
individuals in the hiring process.

¢ Be more willing to accommodate the needs of spouses when
making hiring decisions.

® Support the establishment of o mare family-friendly university,
especially for women in science and engineering.

Editor’s Note: These recommendations were adapted from Maresi Nerad and Joseph
Cerny’s “Career Paths of Ph.D. Recipients: Final Results from the 10 Years Loter
Study.” The findings, which follow from @ study of doctoral recipients in politicol
science, biochemistry, electrical engineering, computer science, English, and
mathematics, were First presented at a plenary during the 1999 annuol meefing of
the Council of Graduate Schools and first reported in the March 2000 issve of CGS

Communicatar.
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(NEA 1996). According to statistics
compiled by NCES, in 1993, 50.6%
of all post-secondary appointments
were classified as full-time perma-
nent, 7.3% as full-time temporary,
19.6% as part-time permanent, and
22.5% as part-time temporary
(22.2% were additionally classified
as adjunct). Part-time faculty mem-
hers teach about 25% of all college-
level courses, with the percentage
being highest at the community col-
lege level (NEA 1995). Although
many individuals teach part-time out
of choice or in conjunction with
other careers, a full 43% of part-
timers said they do so because no
full-time position was available
(NEA 1995). Assuming that recent
graduates want full-time, tenure-
track positions, this data suggests
that mast Ph.D.’s face a multiple-
year job search in the late 1990s and
early 2000s.

Reported job satisfaction among
the new generation of higher educa-
tion faculty members reflects the
uncertainty and frustration that ac-
companies recent changes in the
academic job market. Although most
people with nontenure-track faculty
positions seem to be reasonably sat-
isfied with their current jobs, the
1993 NCES Natjonal Study of Post-
secondary Faculty indicates that a
significant portion are not. Forty-
three percent of nontenure-track
faculty members indicated that they
were dissatisfied with job security;
48.5% stated they were dissatisfied
with time available to keep current
in their field. Likewise, 53% of re-
spondents to the NCES survey re-
ported being dissatisfied with oppor-
tunities for professional development
in their career rank at the institution
of their employment. Also on that
survey, 53.5% of respondents wark-
ing in nontenure-track positions in-
dicated that it was likely that they
would leave their current position
for a full-time job at another post-
secondary institution; 43.2% said
they would leave to take positions
outside of postsecondary education
(reported in NEA 1996).

Gender and Racial
Disparities in the
Academic Workplace

Women have made substantial
gains in academe, more than any

other group. Between 1991 and
1995, women’s representation among
full-time and part-time faculty
steadily increased, while, during that
same period, men’s
representation in
these positions held
steady and even
declined in the case
of full-time posi-
tions {NCES 1998).
The NCES reported
that the proportion
of women among
those holding fac-
ulty positions in-
creased from 27%
to 39% between
1970 and 1993
(NCES 1996).° Sim-
ilarly, members of minority groups
increased their representation an
higher education faculties. Minori-
ties held 2.2% of full-time positions
in 1976 and 4.6% in 1993 (although
this proportion lags far behind that
of enrolled minority students, partic-
ularly undergraduates).” Only 43%
of the current generation of faculty
members are native-born white men,
compared to 59% of the past gener-
ation—a sure indication that the
compasition of higher education fac-
ulty is changing, though not quite
evenly across all types of institutions
(Magner 1996a). Making up at least
41% of new faculty members, newly
hired women outnumber newly hired
men in liberal arts and community
colleges, but comprise only one-third
of new hires at doctoral institutions
(Magner 1996a).

While both women and members
of underrepresented racial/ethnic
groups have made significant
progress in obtaining positions in
higher education, gender and racial
disparities persist. The biggest in-
crease for women faculty, for exam-
ple, has been in nontenure (and
nontenure-eligible) and part-time
positions (NEA 1997). Men still
hold the overwhelming majority of
tenured positions (76%, down from
82% in 1975). Eighty-three percent
of all full professors in the social
sciences are men, while only 16.7%
are women. Women also trail signifi-
cantly behind men in the ranks of
associate professors—33% compared
to 67%. By contrast, women are
averrepresented in the category “in-

to do so.
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Unemployment
rates do not say
much about how
Ph.D.s’ employment
draws meaningfully
on their doctoral
training, or if it fails

structor/lecturer,” holding 61.7% of
those positions.

Women are also more likely to
work part time than are men (NEA
1995).% The NCES
reports that almost
half of women fac-
ulty (499} worked
part time in 1993,
compared to only
35% of men. Also, in
that year, women
made up 45.7% of
full-time nontenure-
track faculty, but
only 33% of full-time
faculty (NEA 1996).
Thus, although the
majority of nonten-
ure-track faculty
members are mer, women are over-
represented among holders of these
positions. Similarly, although there
i less of a disparity between mem-
bers of minority racial/ethnic groups
and whites than between men and
women in terms of their likelihood
to hold part-time positions, mem-
bers of racial/ethnic minority groups
are still overrepresented in nonten-
ure-track positions.

Political Scientists in the
Academic Job Market

Available statistics suggest that
the experiences of political science
Ph.D.s are similar to those of Ph.D.s
in other disciplines. Most of the in-
formation on the experiences of
doctorates in political science comes
from annual placement surveys con-
ducted by the American Political
Science Association in conjunction
with the Commission on Profession-
als in Science and Technology
{CPST) and other professional asso-
ciations with funds from the Na-
tional Science Foundation. In 1998,
APSA surveyed job seekers who re-
ceived their degrees between July
1996 and June 1997. The survey col-
lected information about doctorates’
graduate training, professional de-
velopment, job searches, employ-
ment statuses, job satisfaction levels,
times in job search, and dual-career
statuses.”

Like other sources of data on the
academic job market, APSA’s place-
ment survey is limited in scope. Al-
though some sort of placement sur-
vey has been distributed to academic
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department heads
since at least the
1970s, the category
“tempaorary posi-
tion™ was not in-
cluded in the survey
instrument or in the
annual report until
1975; even then the
category encom-
passed all positions
not eligible for ten-
ure. Once the cate-
gory was included,
at least 30% of all
Ph.D.s placed in
academic positions
wete classified as
temporary, a pro-
portion that re-
mained fairly stable
through 1979. The
appearance of “tem-
porary positions” on
political science
placement surveys is
itself a sign that the
demand for Ph.D.s
has changed over
the last two decades
(Roemer and Schnitz 1982).

APSA’s 1996 placement survey
indicates that 86% of the 417 re-
spondents were employed at the
time of the survey. About 71% of
the respondents were emplayed in
academic positions, though only
37% held tenure-track positions and
only 48% had full-time positions. Of
employed respondents, 46% of men
and 53% of women were placed in
full-time permanent positions, a
finding somewhat reversed from
gender disparities found across disci-
plines. Among U.S. citizens, 66% of
woren and 53% of men held full-
time permanent positions; 66% of
women and 47% of men were on
the tenure track. Although overail
placement rates are high, indicators
of job satisfaction are not too en-
couraging for future political scien-
tists. Fifty-eight percent of respon-
dents indicated they were satisfied
with their career choice, but only
17% (n = 71) said they would rec-
ommend their career chaice to oth-
ers—a finding that may signal frus-
tration with lack of carecer mability
or a perception of lack of employ-
ment opportunities.

Three hundred fifty-nine of the
respondents were employed when

autonomy.
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Current academtic
labor market con-
ditions, which en-
courage the hiring
of parttime and
nontenure-cligible
faculty, have the
potential to con-
strain academic free-
dom, reduce educa-
tional opportunities,
adversely aflect un-
dergraduate educa-
tion, and erode ten-
ure and professional

they completed the
survey. On average,
they spent a year
searching for their
current jobs, and the
range extended from
0 to 60 months.
Eighty-two percent
of the 359 were aca-
demically employed,
with 43% employed
in tenure-track posi-
tions and 38% in
nontenure-track po-
sitions; 129 were
employed in nonaca-
demic positions. In-
cluding both nonaca-
demic and academic
jobs, 56% were em-
ployed full-time per-
manent, 2% part-
time permanent,
26% full-time tem-
porary, and 15%
part-time temporary.
Qverall, 41% of re-
spondents (n = 141)
believed they were
underemployed in
their current positions. In addition,
50% indicated that they were ac-
tively looking for another job {Mann
1998). Given these figures, it is un-
surprising that 60% said they found
their job search to be more difficult
than they had expected.

The Structure of the Job
Market: What to Expect

To summarize the most important
findings above, recent Ph.D. gradu-
ates are ne longer landing full-time
tenure-track positions as frequently
as members of previous academic
generations did. As the population
of higher education faculty has
steadily increased, the growth in the
numbers of faculty members ineligi-
ble for tenure and those working
part-time, including thase who held
multiple part-time jobs (the so-
called “academic nomads,” “wander-
ers,” or “gypsies™), has also grown.
Nontenure-eligible and part-time
(often fixed-term) workers are in-
creasingly the largest groups in the
academic job market. Likewise, the
number of Ph.D.s opting for post-
daoctoral wark in the face of tight
market competitian is on the rise.
New Ph.D. graduates can expect

their search for full-time tenure-
track jobs to span multiple years,

Current academic labor market
conditions, which encourage the
hiring of part-time and nontenure-
eligible faculty, have the potential to
constrain academic freedom, reduce
educational opportunities, adversely
affect undergraduate education, and
erade tenure and professional au-
tanomy {Benjamin 1998). Another
concern is that continually employ-
ing temporary rather than perma-
nent faculty may gradually shift au-
thority away from faculty members
to administrators {Foster and Foster
1998). Even more troubling, there is
meunting evidence that such hiring
patterns have divided faculty along
caste lines (Conference an the
Growing Use of Part-Time and Ad-
junct Faculty 1997), creating a two-
tier hierarchy in which one group
conducts research and a second
teaches (Reichard 1998). Whatever
its effect, most students of higher
education seem to agree that “the
distinction between tenure- and non-
tenure-track appointments should be
recognized as an essential category
for analyzing the recent history of
the academic labor market,” and
that, in some ways, this distinction
has led to a dual labor market
(Roemer and Schnitz 1982, 514).

The emergence of a dual labor
market suggests that conditions fa-
vor discriminatory practices in aca-
demic employment (Roemer and
Schnitz 1982). A potential and trou-
bling result of all this is that the
longer an individual works in part-
time nontenure-track positions, or
what the National Education Associ-
ation refers to as “contingent” posi-
tions, the more difficult they will
find it to land full-time tenure-track
johs. Although part-time and non-
tenure-track faculty are generally in
the early years of their careers and,
thus, need support and opportunities
for professional development, they are
generally disadvantaged, compared to
their tenure-track colleagues, in terms
of chances to secure research assis-
tance, participate in professional asso-
ciation activities, take sabbaticals, and
access other resources,

Typically, doctoral students are
prepared for the academic job mar-
ket by receiving instruction and
guidance on teaching, presenting at
conferences, publishing, and so on.
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This exclusive attention to what stu-
dents must do after taking a job
does not prepare them to deal with
the realities of the job market they
will face after they receive their de-
gree. At the very least, preparing
Ph.D. students to succeed in the new
academic job market will require advi-
sors to inform students that landing a
tenure-track position out of school
might be an unrealistic expectation
(Magner 1996b; Mann 1998).
Sheilah Mann's 1998 analysis of
the APSA placement survey is a de-
parture from past research on the
academic job market. Mann noted
that university and college depart-
ments need to give more attention
to the difficulties graduates encoun-
ter as they seek employment.
Among other things, Mann sug-
gested that students should be
trained for nanacademic careers,
which she acknowiedged would re-
quire changing the professional cul-
ture of graduate programs in ways

Notes

* The research presented here was sup-
ported by the Graduate School at Syracuse
University through its participation in the
Preparing Future Faculty program, sponsored
by the Council of Graduate Schools and the
Assaciatian of American Colleges and Uni-
versities, and made possible with funding
from participating institutions and a grant
from The Pew Charitable Trusts.

I. Tn consequence, data used in this paper
are drawn from a multitude of sources span-
ning several years. [ have tried to take care
when making comparisans and cross-refer-
ences across data sets.

2, The Assaciation of American Universi-
ties includes 60 U.8. and 2 Canadian universi-
ties. In the US., AALl universities make up
only 16% of all Ph.D. granting institutians,
but mare than 50% of all Ph.D.s graduate
from one of these institutions each year.

3. Accarding to the National Science
Foundation, the unemployment rate for polit-
ical scientists was 1.1%, while the labar force
participation rate was 91.5%. However,
5.5% of political scientists were invalun-
tarily out of the field. For social scientists
more generally, unemployment was (.9%,
labor force participation was 91.6%, and
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