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professor. For example, in library science, the average
assistant professor currently earns only 93 percent as much
as the average new assistant professor, an example of
inversion. Other disciplines where new assistant professors
are currently paid more than their more experienced col-
leagues include philosophy, business, and economics. For
business professors, inversion also affects faculty members
in the next rank, with the average associate professor earn-
ing slightly less than the average assistant professor.

For assistant professors in health sciences, communica-
tions, mathematics, engineering, and physical sciences, the
premium for experience is very small, 2 percent or less,
which may be an indication of salary compression within
these disciplines. However, there is no clear line demarcat-
ing cases of compression. How much more should a facul-
ty member in the more senior rank earn? To a large
extent, salary compression is a matter of perceived fairness
that cannot be exactly quantified.

Our findings do show some evidence of salary inversion
and compression between the disciplines, but in all likeli-
hood the extent is lower than one would expect to find if
the economy were more robust. Once the economy has
fully recovered, salaries for attorneys, businesspeople,
computer scientists, economists, and engineers in non-
academic jobs will increase rapidly, forcing academic
employers to compete for faculty members in these posi-
tions by raising their salaries as well. However, although
labor markets affect salaries, decisions about how much to
pay faculty members for the important work they perform
are not determined by an inexorable, inanimate market.
On the contrary, these decisions are ultimately up to indi-

viduals: senior administrators and members of governing
boards. Colleges and universities should start planning
now in order to keep the salaries of humanities and
social science professors from falling even further behind
their colleagues in law, business, and the natural sciences
and to avoid the morale problems created by hugely dis-
parate salaries for faculty members doing essentially the
same work.

What’s to Come?
Although the economic expansion began almost two years
ago, many individuals report feeling as if the economy is
still in a recession. One reason for this is that the terms
recession and expansion do not apply to the level of cur-
rent economic activity. Instead, they describe the econo-
my’s trajectory. Think of a roller coaster. At the top of a
very steep incline, the coaster cars are well above the
boarding platform, but the turning point from upward to
downward marks the start of the plunge. For our economy,
that point was December 2007. The Great Recession was a
downward plunge that continued well below the boarding
platform. The nation stopped careening downward in June
2009, but the upward pitch of our current stretch of track
is unusually gradual and the speed at which our economy
is moving forward is agonizingly slow.

Although all states were affected by the recession, some
states suffered much greater economic losses than others.
Even in December 2010, unemployment rates ranged from
a high of 14.5 percent in Nevada and around 12 percent in
California, Florida, Michigan, and Rhode Island to as low
as 3.8 percent in North Dakota, less than 5 percent in

TABLE I
Premium for Experience, by Discipline and Rank, 2009–10

Discipline

Assistant Professor/
New Assistant

Professor
Associate Professor/
Assistant Professor

Full Professor/
Associate Professor

Library Science 92.7 121.0 139.4
Philosophy 97.7 125.1 153.8
Business Administration and Management 97.8 99.5 131.3
Economics 98.8 111.7 144.8
Health Professions and Related Sciences 100.3 114.7 138.5
Communications 100.6 121.6 139.6
Mathematics 100.6 118.1 144.4
Engineering 101.8 116.2 140.6
Physical Sciences 102.2 116.5 149.6
Education 103.9 121.5 140.2
Foreign Language and Literature 104.2 122.1 145.7
Fine Arts: Visual and Performing 105.4 123.4 138.6
Psychology 105.5 117.6 153.0
Computer and Information Sciences 109.1 115.8 134.4
Law and Legal Studies 109.8 118.4 145.8
English Language and Literature 112.1 124.0 149.1

Source: Faculty Salary Survey by Discipline 2009 –10, Office of Institutional Research and Information Management, Oklahoma State University.


