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Introduction

America’s workforce is aging, and popular press articles have warned of a “silver
tsunami” of retirements, particularly among the baby boomer generation.' Dramatic
headlines aside, even gradual changes in workforce demographics will affect

hiring, budgeting, training, and more. Higher education tenure-track faculty may

be uniquely affected by these demographic trends.? Faculty require long periods of
training but often work beyond typical retirement ages; jobs are stable, and turnover
is very low; the pipeline for new hires is fundamentally limited; and competition
occurs nationally. As the workforce ages, this may create unique challenges for the
management of a faculty workforce.

This report examines CUPA-HR data to consider how faculty are distributed by
age, how age and rank interact in terms of salary, the representation of women
and racial/ethnic minorities by age and rank, and variations of age across faculty
disciplines.?

1  Rowe, J. (2018, November 29). U.S. Aging Trends Are More Alarming Than We Thought. The Hill;

Soergel, A. (2015, December 24). Pretty Soon, Old People Will Have All the Jobs. U.S. News.

2 Non-tenure-track faculty, whether in teaching or research, are not examined in this report. These

faculty exhibit quite different characteristics, and their role in higher ed is rapidly changing.

3 Data were collected as part of CUPA-HR's Faculty in Higher Education Survey from 2018. Data from

for-profit institutions were omitted from all analyses. Demographic analyses omit incumbents that
did not have the relevant variable reported (e.g., age, sex, race/ethnicity).


https://thehill.com/opinion/healthcare/418865-us-aging-trends-are-more-alarming-than-we-thought
https://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2015-12-24/older-workers-to-dominate-labor-market-by-2024
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/results/faculty-in-higher-education/
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Current Age Distribution of Faculty

Higher education tenure-track faculty require advanced training, so they are
naturally older than typical U.S. workers — the median age in the U.S. labor force
is 42 years compared to the median tenure-track faculty age of 49. There are also
significantly more faculty aged 55 or older compared to the general workforce. Just
23% of all U.S. workers are 55 or older, compared to 37% of faculty.*

The distribution of faculty ages is shown in Figure 1. Although the number of
faculty begins to drop after age 65, 13% of faculty are 65 or older — compared to 6%
of all U.S. workers.5

FACULTY IN HIGHER EDUCATION SURVEY 2018
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Figure 1

Because it takes time to gain seniority, increases in rank are related to increases
in age, as seen in the colored shading of Figure 1. As would be expected, most new
assistant professors are in their thirties. Among tenure-track faculty older than
55, nearly two-thirds (65%) hold the rank of full professor, whereas more than

one quarter (28%) are associate professors, and a small number (6%) are assistant
professors.

4  U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018). Labor Force Statistics From the Current
Population Survey. Table 18b: Employed Persons by Detailed Industry and Age.

5 Ibid.


https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat18b.htm
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Faculty Salaries by Age and
Years in Rank

The median salary of tenure-track faculty increases steadily with age (Figure 2).
Much of the increase can be attributed to the large salary differences between
ranks. Full professors have the steepest slope in terms of differences in salary

as age increases. Older full professors make much more than do younger full
professors. For associate professors, older faculty have slightly higher salaries than
do younger faculty. For assistant professors, there is very little difference in salary
between older and younger faculty.

FACULTY IN HIGHER EDUCATION SURVEY 2018
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Figure 3 depicts median salary differences by years in rank for each rank.
Experience matters for full professors: those with more years in rank earn higher
salaries. This is also true for associate professors, but only for those with more
than five years in rank. Those associate professors who have not experienced a
promotion to full professor can expect incremental increases in salary, although
their salary remains proportionately lower than salaries of full professors. One can
see from the graph that the median salary of an associate professor with 30 years
in that rank ($90,865) is still lower than that of a full professor with less than one
year in rank ($97,000). For assistant professors, median salaries increase with each
year in rank up to five years (right before the point at which assistant professors
generally go up for promotion). However, median salaries decrease with each year
in this rank after that point.

FACULTY IN HIGHER EDUCATION SURVEY 2018
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The Representation of Women
and Racial/Ethnic Minorities
by Age and Rank

The adequate representation of women and racial/ethnic minorities among faculty
remains a concern in higher ed, particularly in the more senior academic ranks.*
Among all tenure-track faculty, women make up 45% of those aged 55 or younger
and just 35% of those older than 55. Figure 4 shows the percentage of female faculty
by age and rank. Across ranks, the percentage of women declines steadily with age
cohort: over half (52%) of faculty in the youngest age group (25-30 years old) are
women, but fewer than one-third (30%) in the oldest group (65-70) are. This overall
decline is driven largely by a decline in women among full professors with increases
in age.

FACULTY IN HIGHER EDUCATION SURVEY 2018
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6  Bichsel, J.; Li, J.; Pritchard, A.; & McChesney, J. (2018). Faculty in Higher Education Report: Key
Findings, Trends, and Comprehensive Tables for Tenure-Track, Non-Tenure Teaching, and Non-Tenure
Research Faculty; Academic Department Heads; and Adjunct Faculty at Four-Year Institutions for the
2017-18 Academic Year (Research Report). CUPA-HR.


https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/results/faculty-in-higher-education/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/results/faculty-in-higher-education/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/results/faculty-in-higher-education/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/results/faculty-in-higher-education/
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For all tenure-track faculty, racial/ethnic minorities comprise 26% of those 55 or
younger and just 16% of faculty older than 55. Figure 5 shows an overall decline
with age in the representation of racial/ethnic minorities.” This appears to be due
primarily to lack of promotion. With each increase in rank, from assistant to full
professor, there is a decrease in the percentage of minorities. For example, looking
at the median age of 49 for all tenure-track faculty, one sees the percentage of
minorities is approximately 30% for assistant professors and approximately 20% for
full professors.

FACULTY IN HIGHER EDUCATION SURVEY 2018
Representation of Racial/Ethnic Minorities
in Tenure-Track Faculty by Age and Rank
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7  Racial/ethnic minorities include anyone reported with a race/ethnicity status as something other
than White. It does not include those classified as resident aliens or those whose race/ethnicity was
unknown or unreported.
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CONDUCT YOUR OWN ANALYSES

With DataOnDemand you can conduct your own analyses of survey data as needed, DataOnDemand
using peer comparison groups you create. You will gain access to unparalleled data on
administrators, faculty, professionals, and staff in higher education, as well as healthcare,
retirement, and other benefits. With DataOnDemand, you can: I
1

® Benchmark salaries

® Analyze industry pay equity by gender and ethnicity
® Conduct geographic comparisons

® Plan for next year's budgets and salary increases

® Create prevailing wage reports

B Generate charts and graphs to see the data in a new way and make more strategic
compensation decisions

www.cupahr.org/surveys/dataondemand

I Age Variations Between Disciplines

Academic disciplines vary substantially in the percentage of older faculty they
employ (Figure 6).% Across all disciplines, the percentage of faculty 55 or older and
the percentage of faculty at the full professor rank is the same (37%). However, these
two figures vary greatly by discipline. Communications technologies has the lowest
percentage of faculty older than 55 and also few full professors, which makes sense
for a relatively young field. The opposite is seen in legal professions and studies
which has both a large percentage of older faculty and a large percentage of full
professors.

8 Disciplines are defined by two-digit 2010 CIP codes established by IPEDs. Two disciplines are
omitted in these analyses due to a low number of reported incumbents: personal and culinary
services and science technologies/technicians.


https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/Default.aspx?y=55
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Tenure-Track Faculty Older Than 55 by Discipline
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Conclusions and Next Steps

Tenure-track faculty have a median age of 49, and many in the baby boomer
generation are approaching retirement age. This could lead to increased turnover in
the coming decade and increased competition in hiring new Ph.D.s. This impending
wave of retirements has a number of implications and opportunities:

= Retirements are likely to vary considerably by academic discipline. With a
predicted higher ed enrollment cliff on the horizon,® institutions will need
to consider what enrollments are predicted to be for each discipline, and the
number of faculty who will be needed to support that enrollment.

= The budgetary implications of replacing retiring tenure-track faculty will
depend on their rank at retirement, which varies by discipline, as well as
whether they will be replaced with another tenure-track position. Declining
enrollments will mean declining revenue. Historic data covering the period
of the economic recession shows that the tendency to maintain a certain
proportion of tenure-track faculty in the context of declining revenue is related
to an institution’s classification and total expenses.!® Institutions will need to
consider their mission, disciplinary trends, enrollment shifts, predicted learning
needs and perceived value, and the costs of replacing tenure-track faculty when
strategizing about their future faculty composition.

= Demographic differences between younger and older faculty will shift the
composition of faculty in the future. Younger faculty cohorts include more
women and more racial/ethnic minorities, suggesting that intentional efforts
of campuses to diversify their faculty may be succeeding. However, hiring
diverse faculty is not enough. Institutions must retain and promote women and
minorities to maintain their representation in more senior ranks. Retention
and promotion efforts need to include the development, coaching, and
championing of women and minorities to mitigate barriers to their success.
Policies that address equal pay, non-discrimination, and an inclusive workplace
are necessary.!* Higher ed institutions can use future faculty retirements as an
opportunity to shape a more diverse faculty workforce.

Human resources leaders should be aware of these trends and discuss implications
with the provost and other leaders at their institution. Closely examining the
disciplines highlighted in this report is a first step. Analyzing comprehensive

data, both internally and for the entire higher education landscape, is a critical
second step.’? Institution leaders should use these data to plan their customized
faculty workforce of the future. The aging of the faculty workforce — in addition to
changing enrollments — presents an opportunity to shift resources to meet evolving
student and institutional needs.

9 Kline, M. (2019). The Looming Higher Ed Enrollment Cliff. Higher Ed HR Magazine. CUPA-HR.

10 Baccalaureate institutions and those with greater total expenses hire greater proportions of tenure-
track faculty, even during periods of declining revenue. Source: Li, J., McChesney, J., & Bichsel, J.
(2019, February). Impact of the Economic Recession on Student Enrollment and Faculty Composition
in U.S. Higher Education (Research Report). CUPA-HR.

11 CUPA-HR now offers a free tool for institutions to assess their progress on DEI across campus, the
CUPA-HR Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Maturity Index.

12 DataOnDemand from CUPA-HR offers reliable and up-to-date salary and demographic data for this
purpose.

11


https://www.cupahr.org/issue/feature/higher-ed-enrollment-cliff/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/research-briefs/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/research-briefs/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/dei-maturity-index/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/dataondemand/

