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business) and their colleagues in English has widened
somewhat less rapidly. Full professors in fine arts and for-
eign languages have experienced a widening gap in the
other direction: their average salaries have grown at a
slower pace than salaries in English.

An analysis of the salary differentials in table H for assis-
tant professors over the last thirty years shows a slightly
different ordering of disciplines but is also consistent with
theories about the operations of labor markets. Business,
law, economics, computer science, and engineering are
again at the top of the pay scale. As the private-sector
salaries for people in these fields have grown dramatically
over the last three decades, so has the premium paid to
faculty members. In fact, the average assistant professor of
business now earns more than double the salary of his or
her assistant professor colleague in the English depart-
ment. The growth relative to English among assistant pro-
fessors in social sciences, health professions, mathematics,
and library science has also been substantial, but less than
in the five disciplines at the top of the pay scale. On the
other hand, average salaries for assistant professors in
communications, education, foreign languages, philoso-
phy, and fine arts have declined since 1980 relative to
those of assistant professors in English.

The gap between disciplines has a compounding effect
over the course of a faculty member’s career. Because of the
disciplinary differences in base salary, we can expect salary
gaps among full professors in the future that are larger than
those today even if all current assistant professors receive
the same annual percentage salary increases in the future.

Another labor market phenomenon that sometimes
affects faculty salaries is known as compression or inver-
sion. Labor economic theory predicts that people with
more experience will earn higher salaries; their experience
gives them an edge in doing their jobs well. Thus, within a
discipline we expect full professors to earn more than asso-
ciate professors, who in turn earn more than assistant pro-
fessors. This relationship between experience and pay can
be overwhelmed in disciplines for which there is a shortage
of individuals willing to complete a graduate degree when
they could enter the private-sector job market sooner at
higher salaries. In those cases, the market makes the new
PhD recipient so much in demand that universities have to
pay him or her more than they pay more senior assistant
professors (and sometimes more than associate professors
as well). Compression refers to the situation where a more
senior faculty member is paid only slightly more than the
newly appointed colleague; the extreme case of this is
inversion, where the more experienced individual is actu-
ally paid less than the newcomer.

From the perspective of economic theory, compression
or inversion are simply reflections of the operation of the
labor market. From an organizational perspective, howev-
er, these conditions can be destructive because of their
potential negative effects on faculty morale. Table I exam-
ines the disciplines considered in the previous section to
determine whether inversion is a problem in the current
faculty job market. The first column of the table shows the
earnings premium (or penalty) experienced by the average
assistant professor relative to the average new assistant

TABLE H
Average Salaries of Assistant Professors, by Discipline, as a Percentage of the Average Salary of

Assistant Professors of English Language and Literature, 1980–81 to 2009–10

Discipline 1980–81 1985–86 1991–92 1996–97 2001–02 2005–06 2009–10

Business Administration and Management 131.8 148.5 169.4 166.4 189.8 201.9 214.6
Communications 107.9 109.0 109.0 104.6 105.5 104.8 106.0
Computer and Information Sciences 126.9 149.8 148.2 143.8 161.6 159.5 153.2
Economics 116.1 124.8 132.8 131.0 140.8 151.4 159.7
Education 109.4 105.5 105.4 102.6 104.9 104.3 104.3
Engineering 125.3 144.0 144.9 136.5 142.6 144.2 142.3
Fine Arts: Visual and Performing 99.5 98.9 97.0 93.7 95.4 96.4 95.1
Foreign Language and Literature 102.7 101.3 101.0 97.4 98.3 98.5 100.1
Health Professions and Related Sciences 126.5 133.5 146.2 148.8 154.9 139.4 139.0
Law and Legal Studies 156.7 164.6 179.2 173.9 165.5 165.9 171.6
Library Science 102.9 108.9 112.1 105.5 113.0 109.1 114.1
Mathematics 106.6 113.0 116.1 112.3 114.7 116.2 118.8
Philosophy 101.5 98.7 99.7 95.8 95.3 97.7 99.8
Physical Sciences 111.8 116.6 117.2 113.8 117.5 118.4 120.3
Psychology 104.1 103.5 109.1 107.3 109.7 110.0 112.4
Social Sciences 106.7 108.2 109.5 107.0 110.2 118.0 120.7
All Discipline Average (Including Medical Disciplines) 113.8 119.8 123.4 120.4 125.1 125.5 127.2

Source: Faculty Salary Survey by Discipline, Office of Institutional Research and Information Management, Oklahoma State University, various years.


