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institutional categories have actually declined when adjusted for 
inflation. The same is not true for senior administrative salaries. 
As the longer-term analysis in figure 2 also shows, salaries for 
presidents in recent years have generally increased more rapidly 
than those of other administrators, reflecting greater concen-
tration of authority in a single “CEO.” (Table C indicates 
that salaries for chief academic officers at doctoral and public 
master’s universities have risen more rapidly than those of presi-
dents in recent years.) But across all institutional categories, the 
average increases in administrative salaries are greater—in most 
cases, much greater—than those for full-time faculty members. 
The contrast is especially sharp at the private master’s degree 
universities, with senior administrators receiving double-digit 
increases while average faculty salaries stagnate or decline. But 
that is not the only institutional category where table C docu-
ments this pattern. 

Some commentators have argued that the outsized and rap-
idly rising salaries paid to many presidents, especially, have only 
a trivial impact on institutional budgets that may amount to 
hundreds of millions (or even billions) of dollars annually. While 
that may be true from an accounting standpoint, the salaries 
paid to senior administrators are highly symbolic. As we have 
argued previously, they serve as a concrete indication of the 

priorities accorded to the various components of the institution 
by its governing board and campus leadership. Disproportionate 
salary increases at the top also reflect the abandonment of 
centuries-old models of shared campus governance, which 
have increasingly been replaced by more corporate managerial 
approaches that emphasize the “bottom line.” 

The increase in spending on administrative functions, coupled 
with a decline in state funding relative to institutional operat-
ing expenses, is clearly connected to the continuing increases in 
tuition prices on many campuses. As we have noted in this report 
on several occasions in recent years, faculty pay is not driving 
up tuition costs. In fact, the stagnant salaries paid to full-time 
faculty members combined with the increasing use of lower-paid 
part-time and non-tenure-track faculty appointments have been 
reflected in the lowered relative spending on instruction docu-
mented earlier in this section. But don’t just take our word for 
it. The most recent report from the Delta Cost Project concluded 
that “faculty salaries were not the leading cause of rising college 
tuitions during the past decade. Increased benefits costs, nonfac-
ulty positions added elsewhere on campus, declines in state and 
institutional subsidies, and other factors all played a role.”5

Over the course of the last four decades, then, the expan-
sion of administrative personnel and the growth in spending 

figurE 2   
Percentage Change in Average Salary for Senior Higher Education Administrators and Full-Time Faculty Members, 
by Sector, 1978–79 to 2013–14      
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 Note: percentage increase controlled for inflation. administrator salary is the median, faculty salary is a weighted mean. administrator salary for 1978–79 was for all 
private institutions.       .   
  
 Source: administrator salary from college and university professional association for human resources, Administrators in Higher Education Salary Survey. (prior to 2013, 
Administrative Compensation Survey.) faculty salary from american association of university professors, The Annual Report on the Economic Status of the Profession.  
       


