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VINTRODUCTION

Introduction

In 1998, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences began an Initiative for
the Humanities and Culture designed to underline the importance of the
humanities to American civic and cultural life. Data on the state of the
humanities has been a key focus of the Initiative from its beginning. This vol-
ume, Tracking Changes in the Humanities: Essays on Finance and Education, is
the third in a series of publications exploring the nature and implications of
humanities data. Cumulatively, the four essays in this volume reveal the need
for ongoing Humanities Indicators, the Initiative’s next major priority.

M A K I N G  T H E  H U M A N I T I E S  C O U N T:  

T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F D A T A

The Initiative’s first publication, the Academy’s 2002 report Making the
Humanities Count: The Importance of Data, noted that the American educa-
tional system collects an impressive range of data, but unfortunately little is
done to analyze these tables or to identify the need for additional data that
would improve our understanding of the status of the humanities in higher
education.1 Through its National Center for Education Statistics and other
offices, the U.S. Department of Education undertakes many large-scale
national surveys and studies, such as the National Study of Postsecondary
Faculty. Other organizations, like the American Council on Education and the
National Education Association, issue more specialized reports, as do univer-
sity-based programs, like the Higher Education Research Institute at ucla.
The newsletters or bulletins produced for members of the Modern Language
Association, the American Historical Association, and other large national
humanities organizations routinely provide tables showing the relatively large
numbers of new Ph.D.s and the smaller number of tenure-track jobs available
during the most recent academic year. And, in what must surely be one of its
most closely read issues, The Chronicle of Higher Education annually publishes
a listing of average faculty salaries. These existing resources reveal much about
the condition of the humanities.

However, as we have examined the available data, Academy staff and the
steering committee for the Initiative on the Humanities and Culture have
been more worried by what these data do not tell us: We know the number of
undergraduates who take degrees in the many fields of the humanities, but
what do we know about their subsequent careers? How well do they fare in
the job market or the competition for places in professional schools? Critics
complain that the liberal arts curriculum is too fragmented, but how can we
create responsible assessments of curricula if we fail to take into account
increases in specialized knowledge or the growth of new disciplines? And,

1. Making the Humanities Count: The Importance of Data (Cambridge, MA: American Academy
of Arts and Sciences, 2002). 



what can we say about the contemporary university’s allocation of resources
to the humanities? As private colleges and research universities compete for
scarce funding, while public institutions, including the largest state universi-
ties, increasingly rely on private support, are the humanities being left
behind?

F O U N D A T I O N  F U N D I N G  F O R T H E  H U M A N I T I E S :  

A N  O V E RV I E W O F C U R R E N T A N D  H I S T O R I C A L T R E N D S

The second publication associated with the Initiative addressed the crucial
indicator of humanities funding. Arts policy scholars, to use an instructive
comparison, can point to a comprehensive array of statistics about funding
for the arts by foundations, corporations, and government at both the state
and federal levels.2 While methodological issues arise regarding some of these
statistics, especially those concerning corporate giving, arts advocates
nonetheless possess a clear set of indicators that inform important policy
debates about public support for the arts. In contrast, aside from a few statis-
tics about faculty salaries or annual appropriations to the National
Endowment for the Humanities, proponents of the humanities lack such
thorough indicators. Though some information about foundation support for
the humanities has been embedded in the Foundation Center’s periodic sur-
veys of arts funding, these reports have excluded core humanities disciplines
such as philosophy, religion, and the classics. 

To create a baseline for future studies, the Academy cooperated with the
Foundation Center to produce a detailed study of foundation funding for the
humanities from 1992 to 2002. This joint report, Foundation Funding for the
Humanities: An Overview of Current and Historical Trends (2004), attempted a
comprehensive look at the humanities, adding the disciplines left out of the
arts surveys.3 The report included both academic and nonacademic institutions
in order to facilitate comparisons between foundation and public funding. It
concluded that while overall funding for the humanities rose significantly over
the past decade, much of this increase went to museums and historical soci-
eties, or to applied disciplines such as bioethics, rather than to the core schol-
arly disciplines. Some of the latter—including literature and the study of for-
eign languages—actually experienced decreases over that ten-year period. In
addition, despite the growth in giving to the humanities, the share of founda-
tion funds received by the humanities declined over the decade in question. 
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2. Giving USA 2005 (New York: American Association of Fundraising Counsel, 2005), an annu-
al overview of all charitable giving in the United States, includes a broad category for “arts, cul-
ture and the humanities” but does not provide much detail on the humanities. Beginning with
its benchmark survey in 1993, Arts Funding: A Report on Foundation and Corporate Grantmaking
Trends (New York, 1993), the Foundation Center has issued periodic in-depth reports on foun-
dation giving to the arts. The series continued with Arts Funding Revisited (1995) and Arts
Funding: An Update on Foundation Trends (1998). Arts Funding IV: An Update on Foundation
Trends (2003) is the most recent report. For public funding, see Legislative Appropriations
Annual Survey: FY 2005 (Washington, D.C.: National Assembly of State Arts Agencies, 2005)
and for corporate support, Giving USA (cited above) and The BCA Report: 2004 National Survey
of Business Support to the Arts (New York: Business Committee for the Arts, 2005). 

3. Foundation Funding for the Humanities: An Overview of Current and Historical Trends
(New York: The Foundation Center, 2004).



While foundation grants have been extremely important for innovation in
the humanities, they make up a fraction of the support for the field in the
United States. One public agency, the National Endowment for the
Humanities, provides more than twice as much grant support as the largest
private donor, but even if the gifts of all the grantmakers are aggregated
together, these external sources of funding provide only a small percentage of
the institutional costs needed to sustain the teachers, curators, and librarians
who conduct the work of the humanities. Individual donors provide substan-
tial support to universities, libraries, and museums for specialized research,
endowed chairs, and acquisitions. These gifts supplement revenues from
tuition, income from endowments, and state appropriations (in the case of
public universities).

The great bulk of support for research and teaching in the humanities,
then, comes from within higher education itself. Yet critics of the contempo-
rary university have argued that the humanities are losing ground inside
America’s colleges and universities. In 1998, just as the Academy was launch-
ing its Initiative for the Humanities and Culture, Academy Fellow James
Engell and Anthony Dangerfield authored a widely discussed article for
Harvard Magazine in which they asserted that colleges and universities were
systematically “disinvesting” in the humanities by shifting internal resources
away from the humanities to subsidize research in other areas.4 While the sta-
tistical base for this assertion was thin, anecdotal evidence from many cam-
puses confirmed that Engell and Dangerfield had identified a real problem.
Certainly, many adjunct and assistant professors in the humanities, competing
for the few tenure-track positions at leading universities, have learned that
scarce resources are limiting their career options. Similar trends in science will
only compound the problem for university budgets. The controversy generat-
ed by these arguments suggests the need for further data and research that
addresses such issues. 

T R A C K I N G  C H A N G E S  I N  T H E  H U M A N I T I E S :  

E S S A Y S  O N  F I N A N C E  A N D  E D U C A T I O N

While Foundation Funding for the Humanities looked closely at a single indica-
tor, the Academy’s Initiative for the Humanities and Culture has also contin-
ued to consider the nature of humanities data more broadly. To explore the
complex research issues that have prevented humanities groups from making
better use of existing statistical data, in 2003 the Academy convened a two-
day workshop in Cambridge, Massachusetts, that brought together two very
different groups: representatives from several of the larger learned societies in
the humanities and researchers who specialize in questions of educational pol-
icy. This workshop provided the first occasion for many of the participants to
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4. “The Market-Model University: Humanities in the Age of Money,” Harvard Magazine
(May-June, 1998). Commercial pressures on the modern university are treated in greater histor-
ical detail in Christopher Newfield, Ivy and Industry: Business and the Making of the American
University, 1880–1980 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003) and in Derek Bok,
Universities in the Marketplace: The Commercialization of Higher Education (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2003).



identify common research questions and served an important ancillary goal of
helping to build a research community interested in humanities policy issues,
one that will bridge the often separate worlds of educational researchers and
humanities scholars. 

Participants in the Academy workshop suggested three large categories of
questions that should frame initial efforts to refine the statistical resources
available to the humanities. Broadly speaking, these questions address: addi-
tional issues in funding for the humanities, especially in the wake of new
debates over the “commercialization” of higher education; the career paths of
students who major in the humanities as undergraduates, along with the bet-
ter-documented travails of new Ph.D.s.; and changes in the content and quali-
ty of liberal arts education. The essays in this Occasional Paper emerged out
of the work at this conference. 

Funding the Core: Understanding the Financial Contexts of Academic
Departments in the Humanities

The first paper, “Funding the Core: Understanding the Financial Contexts of
Academic Departments in the Humanities,” by Professor James C. Hearn of
Vanderbilt University and his graduate assistant, Alexander V. Gorbunov,
examines the methodological challenges involved in measuring internal uni-
versity financing of humanities departments. Hearn cautions that it is easy to
draw invidious comparisons between academic units if all forms of cross-sub-
sidization—including the allocation of general endowment funds and funding
from the recovery of university overhead through indirect cost rates—are not
calculated. These hidden subsidies must be taken into consideration along
with the number of student credit hours and tuition revenues. In the end,
Hearn and Gorbunov find that no existing study, including the Delaware
Study of Instructional Costs and Productivity, an in-depth examination com-
missioned by the U.S. Department of Education of the costs of instructional
time at three hundred colleges and universities, adequately covers all these
factors.

Yet though Hearn and Gorbunov believe that the Delaware Study does
not fully take into account the complexities of internal accounting, they agree
with its finding that humanities departments consistently rank among the
lowest in costs per student credit hour.5 Looking closely at the Delaware data,
Hearn and Gorbunov also note that the variation among humanities disci-
plines is often substantial, and that departments teaching large survey courses
have an inherent advantage in these comparisons. So, while the humanities as
a whole remain among the least expensive units within the modern research
university, some instructional programs—notably in foreign languages and
the performing arts—have much higher costs associated with their need for
intensive faculty-student interactions. 

VII I TRACKING CHANGES IN THE HUMANITIES

5. Michael F. Middaugh et al., A Study of Higher Education Instructional Expenditures: The
Delaware Study of Instructional Costs and Productivity (Washington, D.C.: National Center for
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The best way to resolve these finance questions concerning institutional
support for the humanities, according to Hearn and Gorbunov, would be a
carefully controlled comparative study. Ideally, such a study would survey a
range of institutions, not just research universities. In the meantime, while not
conclusive, case studies could be especially useful in refining a research model.

Prospects for the Humanities as Public Research Universities Privatize their
Finances

The second paper presents one such case study: “Prospects for the
Humanities as Public Research Universities Privatize their Finances,” an in-
depth examination of the status of the humanities at one well-regarded public
university, the University of Washington, by Donald C. Summers, the
University’s former director of development for the humanities. Comparing
humanities departments at the University of Washington to the rest of the
university, Summers employs a number of measures, including comparisons
of instructional costs, teaching loads, and growth in numbers of tenure track
faculty. On the whole, his data tend to support the finding that humanities
departments are funded at considerably lower rates than almost all other com-
parable units. 

Summers notes his intention to expand upon this case study by examining
other public research universities. He recognizes that the issue of comparabili-
ty becomes much harder across institutional lines, but he believes that the
measures he uses for his own institutional case study could facilitate cross-
institutional comparisons. Summers concludes by arguing that humanists
must be more proactive in shaping their own financial future, and he offers an
example of a department in which such proactive efforts have been successful.

Humanities Pathways: A Framework for Assessing Post-Baccalaureate
Opportunities for Humanities Graduates

While the first two essays look specifically at data on finances, the third turns
to the experiences of humanities students, asking the question: What happens
to undergraduates who choose to major in a humanities discipline? In
“Humanities Pathways: A Framework for Assessing Post-Baccalaureate
Opportunities for Humanities Graduates,” Professor Edward P. St. John of
the University of Michigan and coauthor Ontario S. Wooden of Albany State
University, Georgia, examine a variety of federal surveys to tease out conclu-
sions about undergraduates who take humanities degrees. While cautioning
that choice of majors, career decisions, and decisions about graduate or pro-
fessional schools cannot be explained without reference to a large number of
variables—including the availability of financial aid, student loan burdens,
family background, and work experience—the authors believe it is possible to
draw some broad generalizations about patterns of undergraduate enroll-
ments in the humanities and later career choices of humanities graduates.

IXINTRODUCTION



X TRACKING CHANGES IN THE HUMANITIES

St. John and Wooden observe that the percentage of college graduates
who chose humanities majors declined substantially from the 1960s through
the mid-1980s. Beginning in the late 1980s and into the early 1990s, the
humanities regained some “market share,” now comprising about 8 to 10 per-
cent of all undergraduate degrees, a figure that has remained stable for over a
decade. Humanities graduates who enter the workforce with a B.A. degree
typically earn less than graduates with degrees in all other fields except teach-
ing and social work. St. John and Wooden cite a recent survey of the class of
2000 which reveals that only 69 percent of all humanities graduates found
full-time employment a year after graduation. While this figure is an improve-
ment over the 59 percent employment rate reported in 1991, humanities grad-
uates still display one of the highest unemployment rates among all under-
graduate fields of study.

Perhaps the most significant finding in St. John and Wooden’s survey of
the data is that the undergraduate degree in the humanities is becoming a
stepping-stone to advanced professional degrees. “Having undergraduate
preparation in the humanities provides advanced problem-solving skills that
are critical to many professions,” St. John and Wooden note, “but these pro-
fessions now usually require advanced degrees.” Despite the discouraging
findings about immediate postgraduate employment, the authors conclude
that humanities majors tend to fare as well as, if not better than, other under-
graduate-degree holders in competitive examinations for admission to law,
medical, and business schools.

In addition to summarizing nearly two decades of educational research in
this area, the authors suggest ways to invest scarce funds for further research.
Existing federal databases, especially the ongoing surveys in the Baccalaureate
and Beyond series (National Center for Education Statistics), could help in
discerning patterns of course taking, postgraduate employment, and graduate
education that may be unique to the humanities. Ultimately, St. John and
Wooden argue that a key goal of new research studies should be to analyze
the linkages between choice of graduate fields, type of undergraduate institu-
tion attended, and postgraduate employment.

Toward the Development of Liberal Arts Indicators

The humanities stand at the core of a liberal education, and while the terms
are not synonymous, discussions of the liberal arts and the humanities share a
number of common themes. Over the past three decades, liberal arts degrees
have declined as a percentage of the total number of degrees granted, and the
disciplines of the social sciences, and even some fields in the sciences, face
many of the same problems as the humanities. Calls for curricular reform are
pulling the traditional liberal arts in very different directions. The vocational
demands cited by St. John and Wooden are placing additional pressures on
liberal arts colleges and public universities to offer more courses that combine
preprofessional training with traditional disciplinary content. At the same
time, advocates of stronger core curricula want to see more structured
requirements and a revitalization of basic survey courses. 
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In “Toward the Development of Liberal Arts Indicators,” Patricia J.
Gumport and John D. Jennings, both of Stanford University, attempt to sep-
arate the multiple issues that surround any effort to evaluate proposed
changes in the undergraduate curriculum through quantitative measures. For
example, many of the claims made about the core curriculum fail to take into
account the explosive growth of knowledge in the twentieth century and the
rise of interdisciplinary fields and other new specialties. At the same time
existing data about actual course offerings, course enrollments, and staffing
patterns are woefully inadequate to support many of the generalizations
offered in contemporary polemics. The authors suggest that it would be use-
ful to have comparable statistical information about all the liberal arts in order
to understand trends in particular areas. 

Gumport and Jennings also assess the potential pitfalls of any attempt to
create better statistical measures for undergraduate education. Because current
databases fail to do justice to the complexity of the issues at stake, efforts to
create statistical indices can have the unintended consequence of focusing
attention, and, consequently, resources of time, energy, and funding, on the
wrong issues. To counteract the tendency to “teach to the test,” as it were,
they suggest supplementing purely quantitative measures with carefully struc-
tured qualitative reports exploring the nature of liberal arts programs at differ-
ent types of institutions. Like Hearn and Gorbunov, they see clearly the
importance of differentiating the various kinds of institutions in the constella-
tion of American higher education.

This concluding essay attempts to set out a conceptual framework for cre-
ating a sustainable set of longitudinal indicators. Gumport and Jennings con-
clude that we have reasonably good data in some areas—for example, on
undergraduate degrees, faculty salaries, and placement of new Ph.D.s—but
lack critical information on the state of liberal arts departments, staffing pat-
terns, and enrollment and course-taking patterns. Seconding the recommen-
dations made by Hearn and Gorbunov, this paper also points to a need for
more departmental-level data.

* * *

Taken together, the four papers in this volume outline a range of complex
issues that could shape an agenda for research exploring the humanities and
their connection to the health of the liberal arts and the contemporary univer-
sity. Each of the papers demonstrates the need for further substantive research
about these fields and offers valuable suggestions for pursuing that research.
As a whole, the collection underscores the importance of sustaining the dia-
logue among humanists and educational researchers. It also points toward the
next step in the Academy’s Initiative for the Humanities and Culture: the cre-
ation of a prototype of the Humanities Indicators. A sustained effort to estab-
lish a framework for the compilation, analysis, and publication of data about
the state of the humanities, the Indicators will equip researchers and policy-
makers at universities, foundations, public humanities institutions, and gov-
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ernment agencies with better statistical tools for answering basic questions,
including those addressed in these papers. In the long run, Humanities 
Indicators, taken along with the existing Science and Engineering Indicators,
will provide significant information about the welfare and trends of the liberal
arts in our nation.

Malcolm Richardson
Former Program Director, Initiative for the Humanities and Culture

Rebecca Steinitz
Program Director, Initiative for the Humanities and Culture

Leslie C. Berlowitz
Chief Executive Officer

American Academy of Arts and Sciences
November 2005
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1FUNDING THE CORE

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A RY

The disciplines underlying academic departments in the humanities are at the
core of the liberal arts and therefore, in most institutions, at the core of under-
graduate education itself. Many observers have argued, however, that the aca-
demic units that build and transmit humanities knowledge are financially con-
strained and troubled. This essay addresses the financial status of humanities
departments, with particular attention to reviewing available writing, assaying
available relevant data, and proposing prospective analyses that might further
illuminate the topic. 

The literature review addresses ten central questions:

• Which factors most importantly determine internal financial allocations
to humanities departments? 

• What do we know about the operational finances of humanities depart-
ments? 

• What do we know about the work and work lives of faculty in humani-
ties departments? 

• What do we know about faculty salaries in academic departments? 

• Do there exist useful economic models of academic units? 

This essay was funded by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. That support is gratefully
acknowledged. The authors also express their appreciation to Patricia Gumport, Michael Mid-
daugh, Malcolm Richardson, and Donald Summers for their insightful comments and sugges-
tions. The opinions expressed are the authors’ and do not represent official policies or positions
of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. 
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• How might new trends toward differentiated pricing affect the humanities? 

• How can we characterize external funding for the humanities? 

• What does the literature on revenue diversification suggest regarding
academic units in the humanities? 

• What are the implications of new technologies for the financial health
of humanities departments? 

• What is the emerging role of humanities departments in institutions? 

The examination of available data on academic departments focuses partic-
ular attention on salaries, costs, and external funding. The review finds data on
these and related concerns inadequate in many respects. Particular problems
include a lack of timeliness, inappropriate levels of aggregation, and changing
data definitions.

The essay next recommends the collection of deeper and broader basic data
on the finances and general operations of humanities departments. In addition,
two major studies are proposed. The first is a comparative case-study project
on internal allocations and budgeting for humanities units, involving analysis
of thirty-four departments in various humanities disciplines across varied insti-
tutional sectors. The second is a national survey of department finances, based
on the responses of department chairs from diverse humanities disciplines, in-
stitutions, and regions of the country.

The essay concludes by returning to the observation that the dearth of re-
search on academic departments is lamentable, but may be especially so in de-
partments in the humanities, the foundational disciplines of higher education.
Because of their centrality and other factors, departments in the humanities
may tend to operate somewhat differently from departments in other fields.
Unfortunately, the magnitude of these differences, and their implications for
operations and outcomes, is unclear because of data limitations. Beginning
with basic questions like the number of students and faculty and moving to
more specific questions on salaries, implications of budgeting approaches, and
the like, one can only be surprised and disturbed by the lack of information.
In the current constrained economic context, it is particularly important that
the emerging financial context of humanities units be better understood. The
potential erosion of funding levels that have sustained and enriched the hu-
manities merits serious and ongoing analytic attention, and some part of that
attention needs to be directed toward what might be seen as the ground floor:
academic departments in the field. Ideally, this essay provides some tentative
first steps.

TRACKING CHANGES IN THE HUMANITIES2



I N T R O D U C T I O N

The financial status of academic departments in the humanities is important
for a number of reasons. The disciplines underlying many humanities depart-
ments are at the core of the liberal arts and therefore, in most institutions, at
the core of undergraduate education itself. Many students major in the human-
ities, but many more take significant coursework in these areas as part of their
degree programs in other fields. Thus, the efficient and effective functioning of
humanities departments is integral and essential to undergraduate education.
What is more, humanities departments are the primary home of scholarship in
the various humanities disciplines. The health and advancement of scholarship
in history, literature, philosophy, and numerous other fields depends intimately
on the conditions of the departments housing those fields. Financial conditions
help determine choices in humanities departments concerning faculty hiring,
class sizes, curricular offerings and sequences, graduate student and staff sup-
port, and outlays for supplies and expenses.1 To the extent that financial con-
ditions in these departments are constrained, the development of humanities
students and disciplines is constrained.

Of course, financial constraint is a constant in any organization, and col-
leges and universities are no exception. As Howard Bowen (1980) noted years
ago, postsecondary institutions can always find educationally defensible uses
for any resources coming their way, so there is never truly “enough” in higher
education. Yet there is some tentative evidence, largely from newspapers and
magazines of the humanities and from anecdotal accounts, that humanities
departments are at an increasing comparative disadvantage financially, both
against their own past levels of financial support and against the current levels
of financial support of departments in other fields. 

Notably, in the new and still evolving economic and competitive conditions
facing U.S. higher education (Levine 1997; Dickeson 1999; Newman and Cou-
turier 2001; Oblinger, Barone, and Hawkins 2001; Collis 2002), humanities de-
partments may be less able than others to adapt and thrive. One reason is that
these departments may be less able than others to offset declining state support
with new funding from distributed education, contract research, and other non-
traditional revenue sources. Departments in English and a few other humani-
ties areas may be able to endure despite this disadvantage because of their role
in campuswide course distribution requirements, but some other humanities
units may be in jeopardy. Many institutions are responding to recent econom-
ic challenges by pursuing targeted program reductions or closures rather than
across-the-board cuts, and departments with low enrollments and no prospect
of growth in alternative revenues may be especially vulnerable. 

The difficulties facing humanities programs in generating nontraditional
revenues are potentially exacerbated by their prospects for generating the most
traditional of revenue sources: on-campus, full-time enrollments. Enrollment
gains may be limited in the humanities because as the costs of higher education

3FUNDING THE CORE

1. More broadly, financial conditions work with external market conditions to determine salary
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rise, students’ cost/return calculations tend to become less favorable to the hu-
manities. That is, because the humanities tend to offer lower economic returns
on graduation than other fields, students may avoid or defect from majoring
in those fields as the prices they are paying for the degree rise.2 With virtually
every state system and most private institutions continuing to raise tuitions,
and the economy and funding sources promising no near-term relief, the finan-
cial conditions surrounding humanities departments may become appreciably
worse before they improve.

Observers and analysts have long noted a trend to decreased external and
internal support of the humanities (e.g., see Mooney 1991). Weisbuch (1999),
Brooks (1997), and D’Arms (1997) have suggested that the humanities have
been losing favor in campus resource allocations because of changing student
field choices, limited external funding opportunities, inadequate connections
to major societal concerns, and other factors. Among the signs of disadvantage
is growth in the salary gap between humanities faculty and others. Summariz-
ing the view of many, Engell and Dangerfield (1998) argue that, over the past
three decades, “American colleges and universities systematically disinvested in
the humanities” (p. 1). 

Reflecting on what they see as the growing financial disadvantages faced
by humanities departments, many critics have laid at least part of the blame on
humanities faculty themselves, especially their unwillingness to become pro-
ductively engaged in rebutting public and internal attacks and to contribute
to critical campus decision making (Giamatti 1989; Lombardi 1992; Weisbuch
1999). In this vein, Stanley Katz, former president of the American Council of
Learned Societies, has said, “The humanists have always been the least well
organized [among the academic fields]. They don’t get up on their hind legs
and demand more. If they don’t stand up and defend the role of humanities
in teaching and research, cuts will continue to be made” (quoted in Cordes
and Walker 1996, pp. 4–5).

Engell and Dangerfield (1998) echo Katz’s call to arms:

No such problem would exist if humanists were not embar-
rassed to proclaim their traditional eminence in the academy.
Humanists willing to stand up for their high relevance have
only to assert both “Yes, we too need money—and more than
we’re getting—to support our activities” and “No, that doesn’t
mean we accept wealth as the paramount human and educa-
tional value.” Not having done so, humanists and their disci-
plines have come to be construed as a dispensable luxury. The
scandal is that, collectively, by their silence in general, as well
as in faculty meetings and administrative posts, humanists
have acquiesced. 

Unfortunately, while the sentiments are understandable and the language
powerful, the data and evidence are less than ideal. Is there indeed a financial
crisis in the academic humanities? There are at least some signs casting doubt
on the assertion. For example, Ehrenberg and Epifantseva (2001) found that
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2. For some recent evidence on returns to various majors, see Hearn and Bunton (2001) and
the essay in this volume by Edward P. St. John and Ontario S. Wooden.



“on balance, faculty resources at the 15 colleges of arts and sciences in selective
private research [universities] have not been systematically reallocated to the
sciences and away from the arts and humanities and the social sciences” (italics
in original) (p. 8). Relatedly, labor markets in the humanities show signs of
improvement, with job postings and placements strong in some fields.3 Finally,
undergraduate student interests, attitudes, and major choices may be less neg-
ative to the humanities than many believe. While Engell and Dangerfield (1998)
note correctly that contemporary college students are less likely than those in
the 1960s to express a desire to develop values, form a broad social vision, ex-
periment with varied forms of knowledge, and formulate a philosophy of liv-
ing while on campus (each core goals of liberal arts education), there are indi-
cations that the less-humanistic trends in student philosophies, goals, and ma-
jor and degree choices have begun to moderate or reverse in the past ten to
fifteen years.4

In short, the situation in the humanities may be less than dire. In a witty
but also determinedly empirical analysis of writings on higher education, Birn-
baum and Shushok (2001) have noted that higher education and its compo-
nent elements always seem to be suffering from one self-proclaimed “crisis”
or another, suggesting that the term may quite possibly be overused. Still, we
simply do not know how bad, or how good, conditions may be in humanities
departments. The existing evidence on this question is insufficient. The success
of any future effort to redress financial challenges in these departments will re-
quire more aggressive analytic attention not only to the empirical dimensions
of the putative problem itself but also to the grounds from which effective prac-
tical solutions might arise. This essay is directed toward taking a first step in
the direction of that goal.

P R O J E C T D E S I G N

The project presented here had three aspects. First, we collected and reviewed
available literature. That literature requires some introduction. There is very
little published work squarely focused on the academic units in which human-
ities instruction, research, and service take place, so the literature review here
necessarily encompasses work focused on the finances and operations of aca-
demic units more generally as well as work on broad funding trends, enroll-
ment patterns, and faculty labor markets relating to the humanities. 

Also, there is no single consistent definition of the humanities in the liter-
ature. Dividing lines among fields are not always clear. For example, in its data
sets and reports, the U.S. Department of Education tends to lump the human-
ities into broad agglomerations, such as “liberal arts and sciences, general stud-
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3. See, e.g., Gilbert (1995), McDougal (1999), and Leatherman (2001). One example of the trend
comes from the American Philosophical Association. According to an analysis by that associa-
tion, the number of open philosophy faculty positions recently reached its highest level in more
than twenty years, while the association’s indicator of candidates per job in philosophy declined
to the lowest levels in more than twenty years. See http://www.apa.udel.edu/apa/profession/
Candidates.pdf and http://www.apa.udel.edu/apa/profession/jfpstats.html. 

4. For the most recent evidence on evolving attitudes, plans, and values among freshmen
nationally, see the annual report on American freshmen by the Higher Education Research
Institute at ucla (heri 2004).
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ies, and humanities.” Organizationally, some institutions consider history one
of the humanities, while others place it in the social sciences.5 Fields like com-
munications and the law and jurisprudence are handled in equally diverse fash-
ion. In this essay, given the significant paucity of data and analysis on the topic
in general, we do not pursue an exclusionary definition of the humanities. In-
stead, we assume that there is a useful and reasonably consensual underlying
connotation to the term and avoid elaborate attention to definitions. 

The bulk of the literature review focuses on documents available in librar-
ies and over the Internet. Many analyses are conducted by institutions largely
for internal purposes, however, and thus are not easily available to outsiders.
To the extent feasible, that work was pursued and incorporated into the review.

As a second aspect of the essay, we conducted an initial assay of available
consortial, institutional, and national data sets, with the goal of ascertaining
which of these might be employed for secondary analysis relevant to financial
conditions in humanities departments. It should be stressed that a comprehen-
sive scan of potentially accessible data was impossible within the scope of this
essay. Much of the data of potential use for this essay is proprietary or tightly
guarded by institutions, consortia, or contractors. To the extent that such data
could feasibly be identified and described, however, we do so in this essay.

Third, we explored in preliminary fashion potential designs for subsequent,
more ambitious empirical work. On the basis of what was learned in the prior
two aspects of the project, we present in broad outline here two prospective
designs for further work.

L I T E R A T U R E  R E V I E W

Ten central questions in the economic, financial, and strategic contexts of hu-
manities departments frame the review of the relevant literature. Below, these
questions are reviewed and addressed.

Which Factors Most Importantly Determine Internal Financial Allocations to
Humanities Departments?

It is clear from earlier research that, on one level, the humanities are favored
internally in colleges and universities. A greater proportion of their revenues
tends to come from general institutional resources. For example, in the case of
research universities, humanities departments receive relatively large propor-
tions of their revenues from central administration funding or state subsidies
to the institution as a whole (Anderson 1990; Shapiro 2003). At the same time,
humanities units tend to have a less diversified pool of resource providers and
remain much more dependent than other departments on central administra-
tion funding drawn from tuition revenues and state subsidies. These differ-
ences are especially apparent in research universities, where research funding
plays a much larger role in departmental financing in the sciences, engineering,
and several other fields than it does in the humanities. 

5. For an essay at once serious and humorous on the ambiguous organizational position of the
humanities and ideas from the humanities in higher education, see Adams (1988).
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Because of their lower dependence on external markets for research fund-
ing and their higher proportional dependence on internal funds, humanities
departments as financial enterprises are quite distinct from many other units.
Before one infers that they are favored internally, however, it is important to
stress several caveats. First, of course, there are significant variations among hu-
manities departments themselves; some areas provide extensive service courses
for their institutions, while others are only weakly connected to the great bulk
of enrollment activity on campus. Second, although evidence is not strong, the
relative level of staff and infrastructure support in humanities departments may
tend to be lower than that in more research-intensive departments (Anderson
1990), suggesting that higher proportionate internal funding may not offset
deficits in research funding. Third, there is evidence that administrators award
truly discretionary internal funding (i.e., funding beyond that provided for-
mulaically on the basis of enrollment) to nonhumanities departments already
favored in other respects.

That last point merits elaboration. Organizational theorists have long stud-
ied issues relating to the financing of academic programs and departments in
different areas. Among the most prominent analysts of these topics is Jeffrey
Pfeffer, whose work on budgetary allocations and salary distributions is theo-
retically driven and quite important at both the conceptual and policy levels. In
their earliest work on higher education, Pfeffer and Salancik (1974) and Salancik
and Pfeffer (1974) provided empirical evidence from a major research univer-
sity suggesting that (1) the proportions of internal budgetary funding received
by an academic unit are significantly related to the unit’s power on campus as
perceived by academic leaders and evidenced in internal governance participa-
tion, and (2) power, in turn, is dependent on a unit’s ability to generate exter-
nal grants and contracts and acquire national prestige, even after controls for
various inputs and outputs of the department (e.g., size, credit hours, etc.). 

Pfeffer and Salancik’s early modeling of budget allocations to individual
academic units was supplemented by later work adding new variables and per-
spectives. Pfeffer and Moore (1980), for example, found that the fields most
likely to receive both external funding and internal allocations tended to be
those highest in scientific “paradigm state” (the level of consistency and codi-
fication of knowledge and norms within fields). Hackman’s (1985) analysis of
data from several different kinds of institutions suggested that internal resource
allocations are affected also by “centrality” (the closeness of a unit to the over-
all mission of its home institution), a factor not considered by Pfeffer and col-
leagues. Later still, questioning Hackman’s goals-oriented definition of central-
ity, Ashar and Shapiro (1988) studied a liberal arts college within a major uni-
versity and found that centrality could be more productively defined in opera-
tional terms. Specifically, they examined units’ respective roles in the organi-
zation’s work flow (e.g., number of classes offered, extent to which classes are
taken by nonmajors, and collaborations in research and teaching across depart-
ments). The major theme of the impressive body of work in this vein is that
internal budgetary allocations are driven not only by predictable enrollment-
related indicators but also, at the discretionary margin, by resource dependen-
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cies, that is, the extent to which the unit provides the institution with critically
valued resources such as grants funding, national visibility, prestige, and inter-
nal service. 

The work of Pfeffer and colleagues has implications for the humanities.
Specifically, the evidence provided by Pfeffer and Salancik (1974), Salancik and
Pfeffer (1974), and Pfeffer and Moore (1980) suggests that humanities depart-
ments may not be well positioned to be favored when administrators have dis-
cretion in their budgetary allocations (beyond allocations predictable from en-
rollment formulas and other basic workload indicators). Because the amount of
grant and contract support humanities units provide the institution is limited
and because their fields tend not to be as consistent, consensual, and presti-
gious as those in the sciences, humanities units may not provide campus lead-
ers strong incentives for making additional investments.6

Also relevant for the humanities are findings by a variety of analysts that
departments that are predominantly or heavily associated with disadvantaged
groups, noneconomically valued goals, or perspectives that are unpopular in
the larger society tend to suffer in discretionary internal resource allocations
(Gumport 1993; Slaughter 1998; Volk, Slaughter, and Thomas 2001; Kangas
and Olzak 2003). Along these lines, Gumport (2000) presents findings sug-
gesting that 

Selection processes are . . . at work given external demands
for managers to reshape the structure of the academic land-
scape. . . . Thus, what has come to count as knowledge has
not simply unfolded or evolved out of existing areas, but has
resulted in part from the differential valuing and resourcing
of academic units competing for epistemological, organiza-
tional, and physical space. When additive solutions have not
been possible, priorities are identified; particular units are
constructed as failing to pull their weight, and are targeted
for downsizing and elimination. For example, graduate-level
programs and small humanities programs (such as foreign
languages) have been losing resources and status. (p. 83)

Engell and Dangerfield (1998) agree with Gumport’s perspective, arguing
that the status of academic fields in higher education seems to be based mainly
in three criteria: a promise of money (degrees in the field provide presumably
higher earnings after graduation), a knowledge of money (the field studies or
teaches about money itself), or a source of money (the field receives signifi-
cant external funding for its research). In the view of Engell and Dangerfield,
departments associated in one or more of these ways with money tend to be
better funded and supported and more powerful internally on campuses than
departments meeting none of the criteria.7

6. See Cordes and Walker (1996) for a recent, more journalistic account of the phenomenon
noted originally by Pfeffer and colleagues: departments bringing more national attention and
external funding tend to do better than other departments in internal university decision making.

7. As noted earlier, however, there is evidence that this view may be oversimplified.
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The humanities may tend to suffer in internal allocations because of their
relative inability to attract substantial research funding and the vagueness of
potential alternative, nonfinancial methods of accounting for educational and
scholarly outcomes. While humanists may argue for the importance of nonfi-
nancial measures of unit performance, others on campus may question the use
of their own research funding, via the reallocation of indirect-cost support, to
support the humanities with their more ambiguous goals and less well-funded
scholarship (Engell and Dangerfield 1998). From this perspective, the human-
ities may be viewed as “not pulling their weight.” Those in more well-funded
fields and university leaders often claim that external research funding benefits
all of the university, in that the addition of extra funding in one arena lowers
the needs in that arena that must be met by internal funds, thus freeing up
funds for less externally favored areas like the humanities. Thus, external re-
search funding may offer cross-subsidies that offset the disadvantages of other-
wise disfavored fields. The argument goes that whatever supports more funding
for particular parts of the university benefits all of the university. In particular,
funding drawn by sciences and engineering faculty for research and graduate
education may subsidize undergraduate education, even in the resource-poor
liberal arts.

Evidence is mixed on this argument. The broad, unrestricted revenues in-
stitutions receive for undergraduate education may, in fact, subsidize graduate
education and research. That is, funded research may actually be a net drain
financially, in and of itself. We have inadequate solid evidence for this possi-
bility, but ample hints are in the literature (see, e.g., James 1978; James and
Neuberger 1981; Goldman and Massy 2001; and various chapters in Hoenack
1990; Massy 1996b).8

Beyond their inherent disadvantage in research funding, some have argued
that humanities departments also suffer from the nature of typical resource-
allocation formulas on campuses. Some analysts have argued, for example, that
the humanities suffer under cost-based program funding, that is, allocation for-
mulas in which units are provided internal funds based on the costs of deliver-
ing their instruction. To the extent the humanities may be offered at lower per-
credit costs because of lower salaries, lower equipment needs, and less robust
staffing, they may receive lower internal funding, which can build on itself over
time to place the programs at a competitive disadvantage on campus. In their
study of community colleges, however, Breneman and Nelson (1980) conclude
that cost-based approaches actually are appropriate and that humanities units
receiving lower funding per credit hour than vocational-technical programs
should simply work hard to ensure their costs are as well controlled as possi-
ble. When community colleges face lowered numbers of students interested in
the humanities for their intrinsic value or for their utility in transferring to a
four-year institution, the authors argue that “Financing formulas become fac-

8. New accounting regulations for higher education may, in the end, provide more direct evi-
dence on net funds flows within higher education institutions. As higher education moves away
from traditional fund accounting and toward a more functional accounting approach, it may be
that analysts can more easily tease out the interconnections among different activities on cam-
pus, including surpluses and cross-subsidies for particular activities.
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tors only if they block a college from responding creatively to changes by such
means as integrating the humanities into the programs that are in ascendancy”
(pp. 100–101) and “The real problem lies in the absence of imaginative ideas
about how to integrate the humanities in a meaningful way into areas outside
the transfer program” (p. 103).

As noted earlier, it is important to be cautious about making conclusions
on resource allocations without more comprehensive and representative data
sources. Ehrenberg and Epifantseva’s (2001) finding that faculty resources at
selective private research universities may not be flowing toward the sciences
and away from the arts and humanities is simply one striking, counterintuitive
indication of the significant information and research needs in this arena. 

What Do We Know about the Operational Finances of Humanities Departments?

How can one characterize in rigorous, reliable terms, the current financial po-
sition of humanities departments? Are there indicators that can capture the fi-
nancial health of these departments? Such indicators would need to be sensi-
tive to the many larger differences in departments as organizations, including
structural differences (level of instruction, disciplinary focus, reward and pro-
motion systems, etc.), strategic differences (mission and objectives, service ori-
entation, closeness to the market and external funds, etc.), and sociocultural
differences (at the institutional, unit, and individual faculty levels). Such indi-
cators would also need to be sensitive to the varying connections between aca-
demic disciplines and departments: often, especially in community colleges and
smaller institutions, humanities disciplines are combined, a phenomenon that
has received little attention but is often based in financial reasoning (especially
economies of scale) and may have important implications.

Perhaps the most thorough attempt to capture the finances of departments
associated with different fields, including the humanities, has been the National
Study of Instructional Costs and Productivity, known as “the Delaware Study”
for its home institution (see Middaugh 2001; Middaugh, Graham, and Shahid
2003). The findings from this analysis of a large sample of four-year institutions
point to some distinctive features of departments in the humanities.9 For ex-
ample, in research, doctoral, and comprehensive universities, direct expenses
per student credit hour taught were two to three times higher in mechanical
engineering departments than in foreign languages and English departments.
Expenses in chemistry departments were also notably higher than in humani-
ties departments, but, interestingly, expenses in sociology departments tended
to be slightly lower. On baccalaureate campuses, the differences among fields
were less pronounced but in the same general directions. 

One of the striking findings of the analysis by Middaugh, Graham, and
Shahid (2003) involves the variation within humanities disciplines. For depart-
ments in research universities participating in the Delaware Study for 2001, the
direct instructional expense per student credit hour taught was $137 in philos-
ophy, $140 in English, $149 in history, $171 in foreign languages, and $228 in
visual and performing arts. Moving to baccalaureate institutions, departmen-

9. The sample for the most recent reported wave of the survey was 175 institutions (Middaugh,
Graham, and Shahid 2003).
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tal expense per student in 2001 was $132 in English, $146 in philosophy, $151
in history, $202 in foreign languages, and $226 in visual and performing arts.
Clearly, lumping the humanities together to include areas with large service
components like English as well as less enrollment-rich areas like foreign lan-
guages or folklore can be misleading analytically.

Looking across campuses of all kinds (including doctoral and comprehen-
sive institutions in addition to the research universities and baccalaureate in-
stitutions), it is clear that instructional costs per student credit hour in the hu-
manities tend to be slightly higher in research universities, but not to as great
an extent as one might imagine. And interestingly, as the figures above suggest,
there are some striking exceptions. Middaugh, Graham, and Shahid (2003)
report findings that suggest foreign language instruction is more expensive 
to deliver on baccalaureate campuses than on others, suggesting there are
economies of scale that may offset the higher general costs on more research-
oriented campuses. 

To study such issues, Middaugh, Graham, and Shahid (2003) decomposed
the variance attributable to discipline and institutional sector, using hierarchi-
cal linear modeling, and found that the great majority of variance in campus
per-student costs is attributable to the institution’s disciplinary mix. Clearly, as
Middaugh and colleagues suggest, disciplines and institutional sectors vary no-
tably in their internal cost profiles, and disciplines are the more important of
the two influences.

The Delaware Study data are exclusively from relatively large and complex
four-year institutions and are focused on direct instructional costs. Thus, these
data may not reflect various institutions’ departmental costs in the most desir-
able depth or breadth. Seeking to address the cost question comprehensively,
financial analysts have examined how institutions can manage and plan more
effectively using different approaches to measuring and assigning costs in aca-
demic units. 

Brinkman (1990), for example, usefully assays what is known about cost be-
haviors in higher education, with particular attention to average and marginal
costs of instruction, economies of scale, economies of scope, and unit costs by
level of instruction or student. Brinkman concludes that average and marginal
costs in higher education vary by the size of a unit (i.e., the quantity of its ac-
tivity or output), the scope of the services it offers, the level of instruction or
student (for instructional costs), the discipline of the unit and offering, and the
associated revenues. Many other analysts have found similar results (Brink-
man 1985; Hoenack et al. 1986; Hoenack and Collins 1990; James 1990).10

By moving from costs in specific fields across institutions to costs within
particular departments, Middaugh, Graham, and Shahid (2003) produced find-
ings supporting Brinkman’s (1990) contention that marginal and average costs
are associated with unit size, scope, level of instruction, and discipline. Specifi-
cally, Middaugh and colleagues note that 60 to 75 percent of the variation in
cost within a field or group of fields is associated with Brinkman’s factors. As
to the specifics of those effects, the authors present five major findings. First,

10. As noted elsewhere in this essay, there are empirical indications that graduate education and
research tend to be subsidized by undergraduate education.
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costs per unit for instruction decline as the volume of instruction increases;
that is, there are economies of scale in instructional costs. Second, costs per
unit for instruction decline as departmental size (number of faculty) increases;
again, there are economies of scale. Third, as proportions of faculty holding
tenure rise, the unit costs of instruction rise. Tenured faculty tend to be more
expensive instructors, as would be expected. Fourth, graduate instruction tends
to be associated with higher costs in a field, although the effect is smaller than
the three influences noted above. Last, although equipment costs do affect in-
structional costs, the primary factors are the first three noted above: teaching
volume, departmental size, and tenure composition.

As one studies the financial operations of humanities departments, it is crit-
ical to be cautious in generalizations. Most of the research available for review
here attends to universities, especially research universities, but there appear to
be significant differences among different types of institutions in the relative
financial position of the humanities. Some would argue that there has been a
resurgence in support for the liberal arts in large research universities (Gilbert
1995). At the same time, some argue that the position of the humanities and
liberal arts in general has been deteriorating for years at two-year colleges, as
those schools have moved away from preparing students for four-year institu-
tions and moved increasingly to vocational preparation (Eisenberg et al. 1990;
Brawer 1999; Cohen and Brawer 2003). Thus, to speak of humanities depart-
ments in general can lead the unwary into traps. Add to this the important var-
iations among humanities departments on individual campuses, and the ques-
tion of comparative financial operations in departments becomes a nuanced
one, indeed.

What Do We Know about the Work and Work Lives of Faculty in Humanities
Departments? 

Engell and Dangerfield (1998) report that faculty in the humanities “teach dif-
ferently and teach more, especially faculty in the languages and composition”
(p. 5). There is some evidence that humanities faculty do indeed spend some-
what more time teaching and somewhat less time doing research than those in
the sciences and some other fields (Yuker 1984; Singell, Lillydahl, and Singell
1996). At the same time, it should be stressed that workloads vary appreciably
by institutional types and individual dispositions, making disciplinary differ-
ences a less important factor. In addition, measuring workloads is not at all
straightforward (Yuker 1984; Singell, Lillydahl, and Singell 1996), and even the
best data (e.g., those of the federal government’s periodic and comprehensive
National Study of Postsecondary Faculty [nsopf]) are not as helpful on this
question as we would like (see Fairweather 1996). In terms of workload satis-
faction, however, the nsopf data suggest that humanities faculty are rather
typical overall.11

11. When no other citation is provided, the findings reported here for nsopf data are products
of our own analysis of the publicly available nsopf data sets (see http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/
nsopf/), with particular attention to the information provided in the 2003 nces report (nces,
2003). It should be noted that the nsopf name was changed years after the project’s inception
from the National Survey of Postsecondary Faculty to the National Study of Postsecondary
Faculty. 



Humanities faculty also are not unusual in their levels of overall job satisfac-
tion, relative to other faculty: their scores on satisfaction tend to be only slight-
ly lower, on average, than those of faculty in other fields. In both the 1988 and
1999 nsopf, full professors in private research universities and private liberal
arts colleges and assistant and associate professors in public two-year institu-
tions tended to be highest among humanities professors in overall satisfaction.
In each of these groups, overall job satisfaction averaged from 3.3 to 3.8, where
3 = “somewhat satisfied” and 4 = “very satisfied.” Other humanities faculty av-
eraged around 3 on the scale in both 1988 and 1999. Thus, there are no signs of
massive discontent across humanities disciplines and departments.

One question of particular importance is the extent to which humanities
departments are moving toward the hiring of non-tenure-line, part-time, and
adjunct faculty in lieu of full-time, tenure-line faculty. As has been widely re-
ported, the last two decades have brought dramatic increases in the proportions
of nontraditional hires (Baldwin and Chronister 2001). There is evidence that
this trend is especially pronounced in the humanities. For example, Pratt (1998)
reports that the proportions of part-time faculty are especially high in English,
history, modern languages, and mathematics. A number of sources deal with
this issue (Committee on Professional Employment 2003; Townsend n.d.).
Strikingly, a 1999 survey of departments in English and foreign languages found
that, after exclusion of graduate teaching assistants, tenured and tenure-line
faculty made up only 35 percent of the total number of instructors teaching un-
dergraduate courses and less than half of the faculty (Laurence 2001). 

Among the most compelling work in this area is that of Baldwin and Chron-
ister (2001). Using the 1993 nsopf data, these analysts found that the human-
ities trailed only health sciences and education in their percentages of full-time,
non-tenure-line faculty. Among the fields with appreciably fewer nontradition-
al faculty were business, the natural sciences, agriculture, the social sciences,
and engineering. Within the humanities, however, one can see important dif-
ferences. English and foreign languages departments apparently employed pro-
portionately about twice as many full-time non-tenure-line faculty as depart-
ments in philosophy and history. Baldwin and Chronister suggest that, possi-
bly, these patterns may arise because so many term-appointment faculty are
used to teach beginning composition and foreign language courses. Interesting-
ly, they note, these are also fields with large proportions of female faculty, who
tend to be more likely across all fields to be employed off the tenure-track. Re-
viewing this evidence as a whole, there can be little question that the staffing
profile of departments in the humanities is distinctive and is changing in dra-
matic ways critically connected to financing.

What Do We Know about Faculty Salaries in Academic Departments?

Of particular importance from a financial perspective are faculty salaries. 
How do recent salaries for faculty in the humanities compare to salaries in
other fields? As most observers already know, there are striking salary differ-
ences across fields in colleges and universities. Faculty in the humanities earn
consistently less for a given rank and institutional type than faculty in virtually
every other field. The 1999 nsopf data for public research universities sug-
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gest that humanities full professors earned 0.71 of health-sciences full profes-
sors’ salaries, 0.85 of social-sciences full professors’ salaries, and 0.91 of engi-
neering full professors’ salaries.12 Among assistant and associate professors in
those institutions, salaries in the humanities were even further behind health-
sciences faculty of the same rank. Comparing the nsopf data for 1988 and
1999 suggests that humanities faculty over that period fell further behind those
in some other fields. For example, in private research universities, humanities
full professor salaries went from 97 percent of natural-sciences full professor
salaries in 1988 to 74 percent of those salaries in 1999.

Critical sociologists and economists argue that the deficits in humanities
faculty’s salaries relative to others are rooted in the large proportion of women
in these fields. Salaries within academic disciplines fit a pattern of findings in
labor market studies across a wide range of fields: there is an inverse relation-
ship between wage levels and the proportion of women in occupations. In a
recent analysis, Bellas (1997) presented data for new full-time assistant profes-
sors in the years 1988–1989 (see table 1). Obviously, the association in these
data between gender composition and salaries is not perfect, but the overall
pattern is clear.13 The association remains strong even in multivariate model-
ing. Bellas (1997) found that the percentage of female jobholders in academic

12. The nsopf definition of the humanities encompasses English language and literature, for-
eign languages, history, philosophy, religion, and the law.

13. Bellas (1997) drew her data from two sources, the annual survey by Oklahoma State Univer-
sity for the National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges and an annual
survey of faculty cosponsored by the American Association of State Colleges and Universities
and the College and University Personnel Association.

Table 1: Average Entry-Level Salaries and Percentage Female Faculty 
for Full-Time Assistant Professors by Academic Field, 1988–1989
—————————————————————————————————————————————

Average
Entry-Level Percent

Academic Field Salary ($) Female
—————————————————————————————————————————————
Top Five in Salaries

Engineering 38,478 2.9
Economics 34,257 12.2
Mathematics 31,109 21.3
Physics 30,735 2.2
Agriculture 30,394 5.7

Bottom Five in Salaries
Foreign Languages 25,744 44.4
Philosophy 25,626 5.2
Music 25,579 24.7
Drama 25,468 27.6
English 25,170 42.1

—————————————————————————————————————————————
Source: Bellas (1997)
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disciplines exerts a significant negative influence on wages in multivariate mod-
els, even in the context of statistical controls for a variety of other potentially
confounding factors. The inference is that labor markets, both internal to uni-
versities and external to them, tend to disfavor faculty in fields with high pro-
portions of women.

Interestingly, despite their salary deficits relative to other fields, humanities
faculty in the nsopf sample express levels of salary satisfaction comparable to
levels in other fields across the ranks. Like other faculty answering salary satis-
faction items, humanities faculty tend to respond on average between “some-
what dissatisfied” and “somewhat satisfied.” What is more, despite the difficul-
ties and the putatively growing crisis in the humanities, salary satisfaction levels
among humanities faculty seem to have risen slightly overall between the earlier
and later nsopf surveys. Gains in salary satisfaction seem strongest among
assistant and associate professors in public research institutions and two-year
colleges and among full professors in public two-year institutions. Salary satis-
faction declined, however, among full professors in public research institutions
and among associate and full professors in public comprehensive institutions.
Indeed, relative to faculty in other fields and other times and relative to human-
ities faculty in other institutions, salary satisfaction among humanities profes-
sors in public comprehensive institutions in 1999 was extraordinarily low.

Interestingly, faculty satisfaction may be related to departmental salary dis-
persion, that is, the extent to which faculty salaries vary among each other in 
a department. Pfeffer and Langton (1993) found that greater salary dispersion
appears to lower satisfaction in academic settings. What does this imply for
humanities departments? Echoing the work by Pfeffer and colleagues, Goldfine
(2003) found in multivariate modeling using salary data from a major research
university that humanities departments appear to exhibit significantly less sal-
ary dispersion than departments in the pure sciences. Perhaps, as McKeachie’s
(1979) work has suggested, it is not the absolute level of salaries that matters
for faculty satisfaction and motivation so much as one’s sense of relative well-
being. This might help explain the surprising lack of a “satisfaction gap” be-
tween humanities faculty overall and their better-paid peers in other fields on
campus.

Any research project or assessment effort dealing with multiple academic
departments and disciplines needs to respect the diversity among the salary sys-
tems and other reward structures of academic departments. There is no easy
way to evaluate productivity or performance across different kinds of depart-
ments. Early analysts of faculty salaries and hiring found that there is no sin-
gle academic marketplace, even within a single institutional sector or a single
university. Instead, the marketplace is balkanized, largely on the basis of aca-
demic disciplines (Caplow and McGee 1958; Brown 1965). Smart and McLaugh-
lin (1978) found that fields varied so substantially in the factors critical to their
individual faculty members’ salaries that attempts to identify singular and con-
sistent reward structures at the institutional level were seriously misguided.14

Those authors suggest institutional salary analyses are best done by separating

14 Further support for that conclusion comes from Hearn and Anderson (2002), who found
notable differences in decision processes around tenure and promotion.
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academic units into groups with similar reward systems.15 Fairweather (1996)
and Chatman and Rychnovsky (1999) recently provided empirical support for
that approach. Fairweather, for example, found that publications tended con-
sistently to play a larger role in salaries in the health sciences and business fields
than in the humanities.16

Do There Exist Useful Economic Models of Academic Units?

A number of analysts have explored academic units from the perspective of
economic theories of the firm and nonprofit organizations. Among the most
frequent focuses of this work are departments as multiproduct enterprises, pri-
vate and public returns to academic degree programs, and the interplay of the
revenues, costs, and cross-subsidies associated with undergraduate education,
graduate education, and research, respectively (see, e.g., Freeman 1975; Verry
and Davies 1976; Hoenack and Collins 1990; Tuckman and Chang 1990; Gold-
man and Massy 2001; Shapiro 2003; and various chapters in Lewis and Becker
1979; Becker and Lewis 1992; Lewis and Hearn 2003).

Perhaps the most provocative of the economic perspectives on departments,
and one of the most frequently cited, is that of James and Neuberger (1981).
Drawing on the theory of nonprofit organizations and the literature on collec-
tive decision making, these economists explain departmental behavior using a
model of the multiproduct nonprofit organization (npo). Specifically, James
and Neuberger (1981) define an academic department as “an npo, run by its
workers or faculty members, all of whom agree on a single utility function
which they proceed to maximize in choosing its product and factor mix” (pp.
585–586). The department is characterized as a nonprofit faculty collective en-
gaged in the “production” of large, profitable introductory classes in order to
provide resources for “consumption” of graduate students in small classes and
research. The faculty of the department decide on its optimal product mix,
teaching technology, and quantity and quality of undergraduate and graduate
students. They make these decisions on the basis of the incentive structure, that
is, the costs and revenues associated with alternative strategies. Under this the-
ory, departmental decision making falls into two steps: first, maximizing prof-
its from pure production, and second, using these profits as revenues for pure
consumption. Profitable production activities, which do not yield utility per se,
subsidize the loss-making, utility-maximizing activities. Thus, the department
as a multiproduct npo is a hybrid generating resources through profitable
production activities and then spending them on costly utility-enhancing con-
sumption. 

Using this conceptualization of the incentive structure and objective func-
tion in a department and drawing on analogies to Yugoslav business and the
Israeli kibbutz, James and Neuberger make a number of empirical predictions

15. To place units this way, they suggest analysts explore middle-range theories such as Biglan’s
(1973) categorizing of academic fields along the hard/soft, pure/applied, and life/nonlife dimen-
sions.

16. Of special interest is his finding that minority status interacted with fields in determining
salaries in the fine arts: minorities received higher salaries than nonminorities in those fields in
the context of controls for publications, institutional characteristics, teaching loads, and other
factors.
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about departmental behavior, most of which they see as confirmed by available
data. For example, profits may be given up and other forms of utility sacrificed
in order to maximize utility for the key decision group in the organization. The
authors note, “npo’s should be regarded as a producer-consumer hybrid, and
consumers never have ‘enough’ income” (James and Neuberger 1981, p. 589).

From this perspective, collective utility is separable from individual utility,
which is defined primarily in terms of faculty salaries. Focusing on jointly de-
termined collective utility, James and Neuberger warn that variations in behav-
ior are inevitable across departments and that external control and consistency
are difficult to achieve: “[S]ince the choice of product mix and factor mix de-
pends on subjective utility functions of the faculty-managers, these may vary
from one department to another and the response to parametric changes may
also vary. This means that the central administration at the university or the
state planner overseeing it is clearly limited in his ability to influence resource
allocation when decisions about product and factor mix are in the hands of
the departmental non-profit collective” (James and Neuberger 1981, p. 605).
In short, the relative autonomy of departmental faculty ensures that they will
have some success in shaping internal resource distributions under the model.

There have been other attempts by economists to model departmental op-
erations, but like the James and Neuberger (1981) effort, they encounter some
quite difficult hurdles. As Siegfried (2001) has noted, “It is difficult to identify
a straightforward goal for colleges and universities, let alone the locus of de-
cision making. . . . The myriad financial contributors to colleges and universi-
ties . . . combined with the amorphous authority of faculty require administra-
tors to devote so much attention to balancing competing interests that fre-
quently nothing is maximized. . . . Because the operation of colleges and uni-
versities does not fit well into the framework of existing economic analysis,
most theoretical analysis has been limited to important but narrow questions
about higher education” (p. 46).

Interestingly, there is evidence that the point may apply especially to hu-
manities departments. Examining labor market actions in the face of changing
circumstances, Shapiro (2003) reports that, while units in the sciences and en-
gineering appear to behave in ways consistent with the James and Neuberger
(1981) model, humanities departments do not: “[T]he failure of the data to sup-
port the model in this study could be used to argue that the basic premise of
treating humanities departments as non-profit faculty cooperatives with con-
sistent goal functions is invalid. Indeed, . . . the principle of utility maximiza-
tion subject to production and financial constraints may well be a workable
model for explaining departmental hiring behavior in the sciences and engi-
neering, yet not be a workable model in the humanities” (Shapiro 2003, p. 23).

Shapiro proposes two possible reasons for this pattern. First, “Humanities
departments may be more heavily subsidized by their institutions (or . . . cross-
subsidized with profits from other departments), and thus not subject to finan-
cial and production constraints in the same way that other departments are. . . .
This would have the effect of reducing the dependence of humanities depart-
ments upon actual student enrollments for their funding” (Shapiro 2003, p. 23).
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Second, 

[H]umanities departments may simply have more complex
goal functions than science and engineering departments,
functions that cannot be boiled down to the single pursuit
of academic prestige. This would not be surprising, given
the observation that faculty members and departments in
the science and engineering disciplines are much more heav-
ily dependent upon external funding than are those in the
humanities. Scholarly reputation and prestige, both for indi-
vidual faculty members and for departments, is a significant
factor in the awarding of external funding. The absence of
such funding from the departmental budgetary climate could
render the competitive pressures that drive prestige-maximiz-
ing behavior in the science and engineering disciplines less
forceful, or even nonexistent, in humanities departments.
Without such uniform patterns, departmental behavior
becomes less susceptible to modeling. (Shapiro 2003, p. 23)

In the end, it appears that we simply do not have workable economic mod-
els of great promise for improving our understanding of humanities depart-
ments as units.

How Might New Trends toward Differentiated Pricing Affect the Humanities?

In recent years, internal tuition differentiation has risen in popularity on cam-
puses. The traditional practice of charging uniform prices for instruction of
different kinds (e.g., in engineering, business, and philosophy) has given way
to a new emphasis on flexibility. Instructional services marketed to corporations
and other organizations with “deep pockets” may be priced differently from
services marketed to older populations, for example. Institutions can differen-
tiate tuition by the offering unit (the business school as opposed to the depart-
ment of philosophy), by the instructional or facilities costs associated with a
particular course offering, by the timing of the offering (evening, weekends,
day, summer, etc.), by the course level (graduate/professional or undergradu-
ate), by the location of the course (on-line, off campus, etc.), by the student’s
major field and degree level (or absence of a stated major or degree objective),
by the number of credits being taken by the student (“tuition banding,” often
used to encourage full-time as opposed to part-time enrollment), and by stu-
dent residency status (in-state, out-of-state but in U.S., or overseas).17 Tuition
has long been differentiated on some of these dimensions, for example, by state
residency and by enrollment in lucrative professional fields like medicine and
law. Now, however, institutions are beginning to experiment with finer dis-
tinctions in the pricing of their educational services. Even within individual ac-
ademic units, some pricing discretion is being allowed, especially under decen-
tralized budgeting systems (often termed “responsibility-centered” budgeting)
that treat units as fiscal entities responsible for their own revenues and costs.18

17. See Yanikoski and Wilson (1984) for a basic introduction to tuition differentiation.

18. For a case analysis of such a system in action, see Hearn et al. (forthcoming).
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There is little question that, when undergraduate tuition is set traditionally
(i.e., not differentiated by the costs of instruction), the humanities can poten-
tially provide cross-subsidies for other fields. When all undergraduate educa-
tion is priced the same, regardless of whether it is delivered by high-priced full
professors or graduate assistants (regardless of whether it requires high-priced
labs, scientific equipment, and instructional technology or simply some chairs
and a board), the areas in which instructional costs are lower than associated
instructional revenues are providing funds that can be shared with areas facing
no net positive revenues from instruction. For example, in effect, because a
student pursuing a language degree is paying the same amount as students
pursuing engineering degrees but is receiving a lower-cost education, she or he
may be helping support underfunded engineering departments and students.
Of course, different curricular structures and economies of scale may counter-
balance this tendency (e.g., a 100-person freshman engineering class taught by
a graduate student may be appreciably less costly at the margin than a ten-per-
son senior seminar in the classics taught by a full professor). Still, the lack of
differentiation in undergraduate tuition may often serve to aid other depart-
ments and students at the expense of those in the humanities.

Relatedly, because humanities degrees may have lower returns in the labor
market after graduation, undifferentiated pricing of undergraduate education
in the humanities may be creating a disincentive for enrollments in these areas.
That is, if students are evaluating their major choices even partly on the basis
of returns to investment in financial terms, the humanities may stand in poor
contrast to other fields. Put another way, for a given price, a student can re-
ceive a much better return by “investing” in an undergraduate engineering
degree than an undergraduate philosophy degree. Thus, in sum, undifferenti-
ated undergraduate tuition may disserve humanities departments in two ways:
providing subsidies to departments in higher-cost fields, and creating relative
disincentives for majoring in the fields.

How Can We Characterize External Funding for the Humanities? 

Lamenting that “there exist no systematic data, collected over time, that might
provide a partial guide to sources, levels, and patterns of funding” in the hu-
manities, John D’Arms, the late president of the American Council of Learned
Societies, sought to identify the principal sources of financial support in this
field (1997, p. 32). D’Arms identified (1) government agencies, especially the
National Endowment for the Humanities (neh); (2) private philanthropic
foundations; (3) providers of independent fellowships, including the American
Council of Learned Societies, National Humanities Center, the John Simon
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, the Institute for Advanced Study, the
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, and residential centers
and national research libraries; (4) corporate sponsors; and (5) private individ-
uals. D’Arms stressed, however, that much support for the humanities is not
overtly labeled as such: “Overshadowing all these, of course, are the universi-
ties and colleges themselves, and the various supporters that combine to form
their distinctive networks of patronage: parents and students paying tuition
and fees; graduates and other individuals, past and present, bearing gifts des-
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tined for the annual fund or for the endowment; state legislatures; federal and
corporate sponsors; private and family foundations” (1997, p. 32).

D’Arms underscored the point that, among the various funding sources,
there is a dynamic interplay contributing to stability in the system. This inter-
play involves sources both within and outside higher education, with major
roles played by federal agencies, philanthropic foundations, independent fellow-
ships providers, and, to a lesser extent, corporate sponsors and private individ-
uals. D’Arms highlighted two imbalances in the existing system: a small num-
ber of funding sources (the neh and a few of the largest independent foun-
dations) playing a disproportionately large role, and a series of trends placing
an increasing funding burden on institutions and programs within them. 

Specifically, D’Arms noted four critical trends at the time of his analysis.
First, the grant-making process at the neh—the largest source of external sup-
port for the academic humanities—was beginning to attend to governmental
and npo priorities at the expense of the academic sector’s research and fellow-
ships. Second, private support for the humanities was shifting and declining
(although Renz et al. [2004] provide data suggesting it began to climb again
in the years since the D’Arms report). Several major philanthropic foundations
with histories of supporting the humanities had begun either to reduce their
support or to direct it more predominantly to nonacademic humanities activ-
ities (e.g., funding for the visual arts and museums). Third, D’Arms noted a
sharp decline in both the number of awarded individual fellowships and the
purchasing power of those fellowships. Fourth, funding priorities in the hu-
manities were clearly shifting away from operational support, leaving that arena
to the institutions themselves. As D’Arms put it, “The role of the independent
fellowship providers has contracted, and that of the colleges and universities
has expanded to take their place; such investments align closely with institu-
tional values that privilege research” (1997, p. 44). The four trends noted by
D’Arms, taken together, highlight the difficult external funding challenges fac-
ing humanities departments today. 

A number of questions regarding external funding deserve more systematic
and up-to-date analysis. To what extent have funding patterns changed since
the D’Arms’ study of 1997? Which funding sources are likely to play the most
important role in the near future? What might be learned from systematic anal-
ysis over time of the funding approaches of the neh and other funding sources?
Also, what do we know and need to know about the troubling trends in the
funding of humanities students at the graduate level?19

What Does the Literature on Revenue Diversification Suggest Regarding Academic
Units in the Humanities? 

Pressure to maintain quality and competitive standing in the face of menacing
resource constraints has become a primary challenge facing colleges and uni-
versities. Faced with limited tuition revenues and public subsidies, institutions
have increasingly entered into the aggressive pursuit of alternative revenue

19. Miller (1984), Mooney (1991), Messer-Davidow (1997), and numerous others have noted
the importance of addressing this question.
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streams.20 This trend has touched leaders and operations at the departmental
level in several ways. 

In the pursuit of new revenues, some institutions are also deploying human
resources in new ways. For example, some have refined compensation and pro-
motion processes to provide more explicit incentives for faculty’s revenue-gen-
erating activities. In the instructional arena, many institutions and units with-
in them have begun targeting new markets of learners, focusing not only on
traditional degree seekers but also on people seeking nondegree pre- and post-
baccalaureate certification. Most institutions in the United States are aggres-
sively expanding efforts to bring in donations from alumni, private individu-
als, foundations, and charitable organizations. Efforts in the public institutions,
especially, have grown in recent years, as have efforts to attract funding from
other nations. At the departmental level, institutional efforts to establish donor
networks and information systems have increased private support dramatically
in some institutions. 

In each of these arenas, the humanities may be at something of a disadvan-
tage. Clearly, there are departmental differences in capabilities and promise for
efforts to generate new revenues. Intensive empirical work by Leslie, Oaxaca,
and Rhoades (2002) suggests that the most entrepreneurial cultures and tradi-
tions may be found in departments in the life sciences. Departmental differ-
ences are not always in predictable directions, however. Entrepreneurial spirit
may be based as much in individuals and in local cultural and organizational
conditions as in certain fields as a whole (Clark 1998). In one especially note-
worthy example, Davies (2001) found in a series of case analyses that a single
moral philosophy department in England brought in more in new revenues
than its institution’s engineering faculty because of its success in winning con-
tracts to design ethical codes for electronic communications. 

What Are the Implications of New Technologies for the Financial Health of
Humanities Departments? 

How have humanities departments responded to the advent of new technolo-
gies? Can we identify cases of successful and “profitable” responses by human-
ities departments and new technologies? The ultimate implications of new in-
formation technologies for improving efficiency and effectiveness in academic
fields such as the humanities are as yet unclear (Morón Arroyo 2002), but there
is little question that familiarity with technology can aid individual faculty and
units in particular circumstances. Some analyses (Green 2001) suggest that hu-
manities faculty nationally are the least well prepared of all disciplinary areas
for using technology as a resource for instruction, scholarship, and research.
This deficit may be linked to the nature of the funding of the humanities: low-
er levels of external research funding and more modest connections to partic-
ular industries and professions may hamper the development of the technology
infrastructure in academic departments. 

20. For a rather comprehensive review of this topic, see Hearn (2003), which serves as the
major basis for this section of the report.



TRACKING CHANGES IN THE HUMANITIES22

What is more, humanities faculty may simply be professionally predisposed
to be more cautious regarding technological change. Massey-Burzio reports
that many “humanists are less than enamored with technology when compared
to their peers in other disciplines:” they are often ignorant, skeptical, or wary
of the new technology and its opportunities; they mostly opt for the old and
customary methods of scholarly work; they are concerned about digitized texts
and art works; some of them view technological inventions as distractions or
barriers to effective work; many have little respect for the Internet and “surf-
ing the web”; and they do not find it convenient to read their long texts from
the monitor (1999, p. 620). 

Clearly, relationships between the academic humanities and new techno-
logical advances are evolving slowly. It remains unclear what implications the
new technologies will have for the humanities. On the surface, the long texts
and visual imagery of the humanities would seem to be especially appropriate
for web-based availability and instruction, but the substantial front-end invest-
ments required for electronic instruction and related uses of new technologies
may be beyond the resources readily available in the humanities fields (Collis
2002). Over time, digitizing and creatively using materials in the humanities
may prove to be one of the most cost-effective arenas for the new technologies
currently emerging.

What Is the Emerging Role of Humanities Departments in Institutions? 

Three familiar notions in the organizations and strategic planning literature 
in higher education are “centrality,” “connectedness,” and “criticality.” These
concepts have been used, along with such terms as “present and future demand
for graduates,” “quality,” “comparative advantage,” and “cost-revenue relations”
as elements in higher-education institutions’ efforts to conduct internal program
reviews for strategic purposes.21 In such initiatives, each academic program
area or unit is assessed as to its standing on these criteria, then strategic deci-
sions are made and resources allocated on the basis of the assessments. Thus,
the assessments guide leaders’ decisions concerning individual programs’ ap-
propriateness for increased or decreased internal investments (i.e., number of
faculty positions, allocations from central budgets for operations, etc.). 

Historically, as noted earlier, in the contest for such support, humanities
departments seem to have suffered in two important respects. First, approaches
of this kind rely on measurability and thus may be insensitive to the relatively
“soft” goals of humanities departments. Humanities departments may not
produce enough students and may not produce other easily measurable results.
As such, they may be disfavored in internal planning processes. This problem
extends further than budgeting, of course. Whether the measurement at hand
relates to internal resource allocation, external funding, reporting for national
surveys, self-evaluation, or external review, humanities departments in some
arenas will tend to look quite different from departments in other more voca-

21. For an analysis of such efforts at one institution, see Simsek and Louis (1994). For more
general organizational analyses of the concepts, see Hackman (1985) and Ashar and Shapiro
(1988).
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tionally or scientifically connected fields.22 Often it appears that those differ-
ences work to the units’ disadvantage.

Second, because funding opportunities are limited, humanities departments
tend to suffer from lower assessments on external revenue generation. Units in
such areas as English or history have suffered too from a lack of comparative
advantage (similarly framed departments usually exist on nearby campuses),
but those units have benefited from their closeness to the core missions of their
campuses (centrality) and the dependence of many campus programs on their
course offerings for meeting distribution requirements for students (connected-
ness). In contrast, departments without major service roles in the core curricu-
lum on campus have suffered because they are able to excel on few if any of the
familiar criteria. While they may have a form of comparative advantage (there
may be few competitive programs in the field), demand may not be substan-
tial. Absent expectations for new funding, improved enrollments are the main
route to survival. As Stanley Chodorow, former provost of the University of
Pennsylvania, has said, “The challenge for the humanities today—and partic-
ularly for those parts of the humanities that do not attract large numbers of
students, such as classics and folklore—is to create programs that attract and
retain students” (quoted in Cordes and Walker 1996, p. 3).

Absent success in that endeavor, departments in such fields face retrench-
ment and possible elimination. Increasingly, legislators and business leaders are
asking how traditionally structured institutions “pay off ” in narrow economic
terms (Parr 1988; Cordes and Walker 1996; Priest et al. 2002; Yudof 2002). The
emerging entrepreneurial orientation in higher education (Engell and Danger-
field 1998; Newman and Couturier 2001; Hearn 2003) and the parallel move-
ment toward decentralized budgeting (discussed earlier) are putting pressure
on individual departments to generate revenues through tuition and research.
In the smaller humanities areas (e.g., programs in the classics and some lan-
guages), prospects for tuition and research revenue growth are not great. The
trend may even disfavor larger, service-oriented humanities units: under such
budgeting approaches, there are usually notable revenue rewards for “keeping
students home” (i.e., decreasing the extent to which credit hours are generated
by a department’s major-area students for other units via distribution require-
ments). Such actions may further threaten the revenue base of humanities de-
partments and thus endanger their solvency.

How are humanities departments adapting to these changing circumstances?
The evidence is virtually nonexistent. A number of studies have examined stra-
tegic change in liberal arts colleges, noting the trend to professional programs
in the face of evolving resource constraints.23 Very few studies, however, have
directly examined strategic change in humanities departments in the face of
evolving contexts. A valuable doctoral thesis by Thomasson (1984) is one ex-
ception, but its examination of responses of doctorate-granting departments
to labor market conditions is now rather dated. Work by Zammuto (1984),
Lombardi (1992), Gilbert (1995), Gumport and Sporn (1999), and Ehrenberg

22. In this context, there is always a danger that imposed indicators will drive some humanities
departments to pursue measurable behaviors contrary to their traditional core values, principles,
and goals.

23. For an excellent empirical examination of these issues, see Kraatz and Zajac (1996).
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and Epifantseva (2001) is relevant, but that work takes more of an institution-
al than a departmental perspective. Bowen and Sosa (1989), Turner and Bowen
(1990), Berger (1992), and Hearn and Bunton (2001) are among many who
have reviewed labor market conditions facing faculty and new graduates in the
humanities, but that work deals more with individual and societal issues than
issues at the departmental level. The work of Shapiro (2003) more directly deals
with departmental issues, but reports some difficulty applying econometric
models to the behavior of humanities departments, as opposed to departments
in the sciences and engineering. Simply put, his work suggests humanities de-
partments respond distinctively to various incentives and constraints.

In this context, one needs to ask a series of difficult questions. What are the
short- and long-term opportunity costs of reducing humanities course offerings
and departments? Which values and goals are served, and which are disserved,
by such actions? How can one characterize and better understand the “markets”
for the academic humanities? For example, what are the current and prospec-
tive markets for coursework, majors, and degrees? What are the current and
prospective markets for humanities knowledge more generally (e.g., services
to be delivered via contracts, grants, and consulting arrangements)? What are
the competitive advantages and disadvantages of liberal arts colleges and com-
munity colleges in comparison with technical and vocational institutions? What
are the effects of the emerging internationalization trends on the humanities? 

It is especially important to pose one hopeful question: are there identifi-
able approaches for maintaining or increasing the demand for humanities edu-
cation, improving its quality, and better managing its costs? That is, for the
distinctive microeconomic context of humanities departments, are there cost-
effective operational approaches that could be developed and shared across the
nation? These questions are at the heart of this essay, but published, reliable
evidence of best practices around the country appears extremely limited. What
we have, instead, are a number of provocative proposals meriting not only at-
tention but also aggressive testing in the field. Several of these may be high-
lighted here.

In a prescient essay, the late Yale president A.B. Giamatti (1989) observed
that emerging trends demand that those in the humanities question inherited
organizational arrangements tying intellectual areas of inquiry into department-
al structures. Instead, he argued that academic humanists should “be flexible
and choose to assert themselves, even if that means consolidation of resources,
even if that means changing comfortable administrative structures, before
choices are forced on them, or, worse, before the power to choose is denied”
(p. 77). Among the approaches he favored were larger departments making
common cause with smaller ones, instead of competing with them, by encour-
aging common teaching and shared training of graduate students in areas such
as techniques of language instruction. Giamatti called for teaching and study-
ing subjects in general disciplinary groupings and common context, “rather
than assuming that each ‘discipline’ or ‘subject’ is forever encased in the plastic
bag of the departments” (p. 78).24

24. Brooks (1997) makes a very similar point: “The worst response of the humanities at the
present juncture would be allowing themselves to become privatized, marginalized, trivialized,
content with debates within closed systems and compartments” (p. 168).
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Graff and Berube (1995) follow a similar line of argument, emphasizing
integrative, whole-institution reform as a path to improvement in humanities
fields and units. These authors detail a litany of “dubious and wasteful” prac-
tices producing curricular incoherence and wasteful fiscal management. Citing
gross mismanagement, they highlight indefensible course, text, and program
overlaps and duplication. In response, they propose (1) large extracurricular
symposia as integrating and efficient choices for institutions, (2) semester-based
themes uniting cognate courses and programs across campus, and (3) other
across-campus events and themes. Their credo: “Imagine a campus cutting costs
not by ruthlessly cutting a faculty or increasing individual workloads (and burn-
out) but by instituting a more creative division of faculty labor. In short, these
suggestions can improve education while making it more economical” (p. 5).

Focusing on the “irresponsibility of some departments for admitting more
students in fields where there are few jobs” (quoted in Leatherman 2001, p. 3),
Robert Weisbuch has made perhaps the most well-publicized proposal for im-
provement. In a 1999 essay, he offered the following rules of thumb to ensure
departments enroll appropriate numbers of Ph.D. students. First, he suggests,
“[A]ny department should accept only 1.3 times the number of incoming stu-
dents as the number of graduates in the previous year who found truly signifi-
cant jobs—positions that they chose, not jobs that they accepted out of eco-
nomic necessity” (p. 4). Alternatively, Weisbuch says, “let any department ad-
mit as many new doctoral students as it can assuredly support through fellow-
ships and teaching for every term of a five-year Ph.D. program. Less-than-full
support prevents full-time education and encourages a lethargic approach to
earning a degree” (p. 4). 

Bruce Johnstone (1999) notes that such an approach requires honest and
realistic communication with graduate students: “I believe it is imperative that
graduate students in the humanities be counseled from the beginning to con-
sider a broad range of postgraduate occupations. Such counseling need not
weaken graduate humanities departments; indeed, it might strengthen all of
the humanities to know that the skills they cultivate can be valued in occupa-
tions far from the classroom” (p. 2).

Magner (1999) favors the aggressive expansion of master’s degree programs
producing graduates for a variety of positions outside of the academic world.
When implemented, he argues, his proposal would compensate for the losses
in graduate programs caused by declines in the numbers of doctoral students
while more effectively linking humanities departments with the outer world
and thereby demonstrating the societal value of the liberal education.

Of course, while each of the proposals noted above has appeal, none should
be recommended unilaterally. As noted repeatedly in this essay, individual con-
texts differ appreciably within and across institutions and sectors. Importantly,
much has been written about the humanities in research universities, and those
involved in humanities programs in other kinds of institutions must tread cau-
tiously among the literature’s prescriptions.



Questions About Which Little Is Known 

The topics introduced above are wide-ranging, and the literature is variously
useful in addressing them. Many further questions might be asked, but even
approaching answers to those questions is sadly beyond the range of currently
available literature. For example, what are the financial implications of encour-
aging multidisciplinary collaboration in instruction and research? More broad-
ly, what are the most accurate and useful ways of apportioning indirect costs
across units to accurately reflect activity and cost centers on a campus?25 And,
even more broadly, are there ways in which U.S. humanities departments can
benefit from considering forms of academic organization and funding in other
countries with vastly differently higher-education systems? 

Faculty are at the heart of academic departments, but we know too little
about their work and work lives. Perhaps the most obvious question about
humanities faculty is one about which we know very little: how can we char-
acterize the distinctive productivity of faculty in humanities units? Kirschling
(1979), Smart and McLaughlin (1978), Konrad and Pfeffer (1990), Fairweather
(1996), Chatman and Rychnovsky (1999), and numerous others have noted
that defining and measuring productivity in a consistent way across academic
fields is enormously challenging. Interestingly, Hoenack (1990), a veteran ad-
ministrator and analyst at the University of Minnesota, notes that administra-
tors may actually benefit in certain ways from incomplete and ambiguous in-
formation regarding faculty productivity in different units. Regardless of who
benefits or loses from the lack of across-unit productivity measures, there is
little question that the area remains poorly understood.

How can humanities faculty be motivated to adapt to changing financial
circumstances? Numerous authors have written on the place of salaries, pro-
motion, and tenure and other rewards in the work lives of higher-education
faculty (see Tuckman 1979; Hansen 1988; Massy and Wilger 1995; Hearn 1999;
Sutton and Bergerson 2001). While this literature is very helpful, it is not yet
specific to the conditions of faculty in the humanities. Much more needs to be
known about incentive approaches appropriate to these fields.

An interesting additional question arising out of recent trends in internal
financing involves the implications of the trend toward decentralized budget-
ing. To foster department-level incentives for the pursuit of new revenues and
the reduction of costs, many institutions have implemented decentralized bud-
geting systems, which treat each organizational unit as a quasi-independent fi-
nancial entity responsible for its own revenues (via tuitions, research, and ser-
vice) and costs (Whalen 1991; Strauss, Curry, and Whalen 1996; Massy 1996a;
Cantor 1997). As noted numerous times elsewhere in this report, humanities
departments tend not to generate research revenues at the same pace as depart-
ments in the sciences and engineering, so that aspect of decentralized budget-
ing could be harmful to departments in humanities. At the same time, enroll-
ment revenues vary appreciably in the humanities, depending on the extent to
which the department is engaged in service coursework for the campus. In the
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end, the treatment of humanities departments under decentralized budgeting
schemes will depend on the specific formulas for such areas as indirect costs,
tuition revenues for departmental classes, and the home-department share of
tuition revenues from courses taken by major-area students in departments
other than their home departments.

A further question seems especially important and woefully understood:
what are the implications for the humanities of the growing split in the for-
tunes of public and private universities? On this last question, numerous ana-
lysts have pointed out that in recent years private universities have widened
their financial advantages over public universities (Alexander 2001; Ehrenberg
2003). In the face of tightening state budgets, many public institutions have
raised tuitions, cut programs, and limited salary increases, with the results be-
ing losses in financial position relative to otherwise similar private institutions.
This trend has unclear implications for particular kinds of academic program-
ming, including the humanities. 

D A T A A VA I L A B L E  F O R R E S E A R C H  O N  T H E  F I N A N C I A L

C O N T E X T S  O F H U M A N I T I E S  D E P A R T M E N T S

Sadly, there are very few valid, reliable, and comparable data on the costs, sub-
sidies, and revenues associated with academic departments in general, much
less those specifically associated with the humanities (Winston 1999; Johnstone
2001; Middaugh 2000, 2001). Such data, in time-consistent form, are critical
to understanding the cost-effectiveness of operations in programs and depart-
ments. Yet, financial data are usually not collected in forms amenable to imput-
ed assignment to individual faculty and units. Thus, in keeping with Jones’s
(2002), D’Arms’s (2002), and Solow’s (2002) portrayals of humanities data in
general, the diversity and depth of financial data available on academic depart-
ments in the humanities is less than ideal. 

Individual professional associations such as the American Philosophical
Association, the Modern Language Association, and the American Historical
Association periodically collect and publish data on labor market conditions,
faculty salaries, and instructional staffing patterns within their particular fields
but seek and provide little financial information on other topics.26 The data 
of the Coalition on the Academic Workforce (2000; also see Townsend, n.d.,
2002, 2003a, 2003b), produced by twenty-five professional societies in the hu-
manities, are very promising for future work on salaries, labor force issues, and
departmental production issues. At this time, however, the extent to which
these data will be available to independent analysts and applicable over time to
issues at the departmental level is unclear. Across-discipline information on the
humanities is simply very difficult to obtain and initiatives in this direction are
very difficult to maintain over time. Below, the most prominent current sources
of across-discipline information on various financial topics are discussed.
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Data on Basic Characteristics of Academic Units 

The U.S. Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data
System (ipeds) data sets cover all U.S. postsecondary institutions receiving
any form of federal funding. An extraordinary variety of institutional character-
istics is covered in the various surveys that make up the ipeds system. These
surveys include finance-related information (including revenues, costs, salaries,
and research funding) by institution as well as counts of full- and part-time
faculty by broad field of instruction, rank, and certain other characteristics.27

The aforementioned Delaware Study provides quantitative and, to a lesser
extent, qualitative data on teaching, research, and service activity at the unit lev-
el. For those institutions paying to participate in the study, these data can be
used to create indicators of performance and productivity by academic unit.
The data facilitate benchmarking teaching workloads, instructional costs, and
productivity by academic field and thus can be used for intrainstitutional and
interinstitutional comparisons. Data definitions, methods, and data collection
tools are regularly reviewed and improved over time (see Middaugh 2001).

Data on Salaries 

As noted earlier in this essay, it is important to understand faculty differences
in salary levels across the humanities disciplines and between the humanities
and other fields. It is also important to understand salary trends over time,
across disciplines. The American Association of University Professors (aaup),
the College and University Professional Association for Human Resources
(cupa-hr), Oklahoma State University, the U.S. Department of Education,
and some other organizations have regularly collected salary data and produced
reports. These reports are often summarized in such periodicals as the Chronicle
of Higher Education and Academe. 

The aaup’s annual report on the economic status of the profession focuses
on mean salary and compensation for faculty and is enormously valuable. The
analyses accompanying the annual report are without fail sophisticated and in-
sightful (e.g., see Ehrenberg 2003). 

cupa-hr presents faculty labor market reports each year, with particular
attention to salaries.28 In many ways, these reports are exemplary, providing
number of faculty plus average, median, high, and low salaries by discipline and
rank. The reports also provide the average percentage salary increase annually
for public and private institutions. Data are broken out for five faculty ranks,
three researcher levels, and eighty disciplines/major fields. 

Since 1974, Oklahoma State University has provided an annual national
report on average (also high and low) salaries by discipline, rank, region, and
category of institution for those institutions that are members of the National
Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges (Reichard 2002).
More than 300 disciplines are represented in the study. 
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The federal government’s National Study of Postsecondary Faculty (nsopf)
deals explicitly and extensively with faculty salaries. nsopf surveys are acces-
sible for analysis. The surveys have been conducted only in 1988, 1993, and
1999.29

Data on Costs

The Delaware Study data noted above contain information at the department
level on teaching loads by faculty category and on the direct costs of instruction.
The data do not contain information on costs other than instruction-related
costs. While ipeds and some associations provide cost-related information,
those data are not at the level of academic departments.

Data on External Funding 

The ipeds data contain highly aggregated summaries of institutional fund-
ing from external sources. The Foundation Center and some other organiza-
tions collect data and present reports on foundation funding for the humani-
ties (see Cobb 1996; Weisbuch 1999; Renz et al. 2004). 

Data on Other Finance-Related Issues 

A variety of U.S. Department of Education data-gathering efforts can inform
research on the finances of the humanities on campus. The ipeds data are
useful for information on funding at the institutional and internal college lev-
els, although field-specific information is limited.

The nsopf data for individual faculty respondents provide information on
employment history and current status, salary, benefits, other income, work-
load, responsibilities, educational and occupational background, and research
funding. The nsopf data also contain faculty responses to a series of more
subjective questions on their satisfaction with compensation, benefits, work-
load, and the overall job and on their professional attitudes and plans. Individ-
ual-level nsopf data are available for analysis under the U.S. Department of
Education’s restricted-license program. The neh funded some parts of the
three waves of nsopf surveys, and some questions are therefore of special
interest to those in the humanities, but financing of the humanities is not an
emphasis in the surveys.

The Higher Education Research Institute (heri) at the University of
California, Los Angeles (ucla), conducts periodic surveys of faculty for its
American College Teacher Project (see Lindholm et al. 2003). The surveys con-
tain some useful finance-related information, including data regarding faculty
attitudes about their salaries. 

Limitations of Available Data Sets 

Each of the data sources noted above has value for studying the finances of hu-
manities units. At the same time, each has noteworthy limitations. Often the
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problem is that the financing of academic departments remains a largely inter-
nal matter not susceptible or open to analysis from the outside. For example,
Russell et al. (1990) provide some useful background information on academic
departments as of 1988, from the nsopf survey, and some of the items report-
ed indeed are connected to finances, but those items are limited and not espe-
cially informative for the present topic. Most of the other items are unrelated.

Department-level data were collected for the nsopf only in 1988. Also, in
the nsopf data for individual faculty, specifications for some finance-related
variables (including research funding and individual workloads) have changed
from wave to wave, limiting comparability over time. Sample sizes are inade-
quate for analysis of particular populations (e.g., assistant professors in the
humanities at a particular kind of institution). The sample-size problem holds
especially true in the 1988 data, for which only about 1,500 humanities faculty
from various disciplines and types of institutions were sampled. Even beyond
1988, data are sometimes retrievable only when aggregated for all the human-
ities or for a few broadly cast humanities disciplines: English and literature,
history, philosophy and religion, and law. 

There are two limitations to the data from ucla’s heri. The generaliz-
ability of the data is limited by the self-selected, subscriber-based sample, and
the data are available for analysis only for institutions subscribing to heri’s
Cooperative Institutional Research Program.

The Delaware Study data are available only to participants in the data-
collection project, and the project is oriented to serving individual institutions
rather than broader fields (e.g., the humanities) or academic researchers. The
data collected reflect direct instructional expenses only and do not constitute a
full cost model. For example, indirect costs attributable to units, research-related
costs, nonclassroom dimensions of faculty activity, and various ancillary activi-
ties in departments (such as centers or institutes) are not considered. There are
only a few qualitative indicators employed, so analysis of “quality” from broader
perspectives is not possible. Finally, participation in the data gathering is vol-
untary and is restricted to four-year, Title-IV-eligible institutions, making gen-
eralizations from the data questionable.

The methodology and coding system for the ipeds data are complicated.
It can be hard for a nonexpert to retrieve raw data. Also, the data tend to be
aggregated at levels that are broader than ideally useful for study of particular
kinds of departments and fields (e.g., typically available institution-level analy-
ses are on the order of “salaries by gender,” “salaries by level and control of in-
stitution,” and “average salaries”). To access some ipeds data, one needs to
obtain a special restricted-use license, as is the case with the nsopf data. Also,
despite ongoing efforts to improve the consistency and comparability of data
across time and across institutions in the ipeds sample, some problems re-
main in these areas.

Information sources on faculty salaries are not as robust and comprehen-
sive as one would like, however. Unfortunately, not one of the annual reports
(including the aaup, cupa-hr, and Oklahoma State reports) provides break-
downs on an annual basis nested simultaneously by field, faculty rank, and
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specific institutional type (e.g., public research university, private liberal arts
college, and so forth). Such data are essential because, without the three-way
nesting, any field differences uncovered could potentially be rooted in differ-
ent sample distributions of reported salaries across institutional types or across
different ranks, rather than in any generic salary advantage for one field over
another. That is, given that different kinds of institutions pay different salaries
(research universities being the highest paying), and given that salaries grow
with faculty rank (full professors being the highest paid), field differences in
aggregate data can be confounded by type and rank differences. 

Although the Oklahoma State salary data and reports are perhaps the most
specific of the data and reports provided by this group, they are drawn from
only a select group of public, usually doctorate-granting, institutions in each
state (i.e., the membership of the National Association of State Universities
and Land-Grant Colleges). Those interested in broader salary comparisons and
trends cannot profitably use the data. What is more, for each of the annual sal-
ary reports, data are presented only in tabular form. From all indications, the
data are not available for independent analysis by the general public.30 The only
source for publicly available salary data appropriately nested by field, faculty
rank, and institutional type is, unfortunately, not an annual source: the nsopf
surveys, which have been conducted three times beginning in 1988.

The data of the Foundation Center (see Cobb 1996; Renz et al., 2004), re-
garding foundation funding for the humanities in academe and elsewhere, are
limited in numerous respects for those interested in independent analysis of the
issue. The data are limited to foundation giving and are not available for inde-
pendent analysis. The database is collected from a sample that may or may not
accurately reflect overall support for a particular year. Last, although a more
precise taxonomy for categorizing grants is now used, categories of grant re-
cipients were limited prior to 1989 to language/literature, history, and arts/
architecture. These data are not, therefore, ideal for long-term trends analysis.
Nevertheless, the Foundation Center’s reports, however limited, are among the
most useful available. As Jones (2002) has emphasized, the funding of human-
ities scholarship, faculty, and students is simply not well documented: such data
are nowhere available in a form amenable to systematic analysis over time, with-
in disciplines, and across institutions.31

An important theme emerges when one examines data sets across different
domains of funding: too much of the available data are insensitive to the great
variety of U.S. higher education both within and across institutions. Too much
of what one sees in data tables and in essays is based in conclusions about hu-
manities, humanities departments, humanities faculty, and humanities students
either writ too large or writ too small. In one article, we may learn that human-
ities faculty in U.S. institutions have higher teaching loads than other faculty,
but the extent of the differences within and across various sectors of institu-
tions is unmentioned—a community college is a place very different from a
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research university. In another essay, one may learn that humanities faculty at
the author’s campus earn 21 percent less than the business faculty there, a fact
providing the foundation for an extended argument about the decline of the
humanities nationally. Such writings may be valuable in some respects but miss
the point that the topic begs for more nuanced attention. “American higher
education” or “faculty in the humanities” are not very valuable as analytic con-
cepts. The “sweet spot” for reasoned policy analysis lies in attention to partic-
ular contexts across particular parts of higher education. Those contexts, prop-
erly chosen, can be consistently tracked over time, and comparisons can be
made within the contexts at hand. 

R E C O M M E N D E D  N E X T S T E P S  I N  R E S E A R C H  

The problems for financial data in the humanities are very similar to the prob-
lems described by Jones (2002) as limiting humanities data more generally:
fragmentation and poor coordination of data collection, analysis, and dissemi-
nation; a lack of data gathered continuously to support trends analysis; limited
public availability of timely, generalizable, discipline-specific data; and persist-
ence of problems in indicator conceptualizations and definitions. Thus, the
most obvious next steps for research in this arena are at a very basic level. To
put it in the words of Robert Solow (2002), the humanities community needs
to collect improved data on “what is taught to whom and by whom, how long
it takes, where graduates and postgraduates go, what they do when they get
there, and how many of them there are” (p. 3). 

Ideally, any new push for basic data should include substantial new infor-
mation on the organization and financing of the humanities in academic insti-
tutions. For example, analysts and policy makers need to know more about
such fundamental areas as the nature and extent of scholarly activity by faculty
in the humanities in various kinds of institutions and, relatedly, the nature and
number of humanities centers and institutes within academic institutions and
their connections to academic departments. The baseline data collection regard-
ing these questions is every bit as important to the financing arena as it is to
other areas of concern in the humanities. Indeed, the questions posed above
are arguably economic questions at heart, in that they focus on the classic eco-
nomic question: how to achieve efficient production (here, of valued humani-
ties instruction and knowledge) in the face of constrained resources. Without
basic data on production, it is difficult even to identify the most promising
avenues of research, much less launch that research.32 Taking the need for base-
line data as a given, however, two specific ideas for future research arise from
the review of literature and datasets presented in this essay. 

TRACKING CHANGES IN THE HUMANITIES32

32. Perhaps an association, group of associations, or consortium of institutions could obtain
funding to develop a data-collection system devoted exclusively to the humanities. The various
groups involved in collecting salary information (e.g., aaup, cupa-hr, Oklahoma State Uni-
versity), or the institutions involved in the Delaware and cirp studies mentioned elsewhere in
this report, might provide examples of this kind of effort.



Internal Allocations and Budgeting for Humanities Units: A Comparative Case-
Study Project 

Perhaps more than any other part of an institution, faculty and leaders in the
humanities have reason to raise concerns about the recent trends toward de-
centralized budgeting and the aggressive pursuit of new kinds of revenues on
campus. For one thing, humanities units may be less likely than units in the
sciences and professions to have ready arenas for new funding and thus may be
at a disadvantage in an internal funding system rewarding ingenuity and suc-
cess in that domain. More importantly, the core role of the humanities may be
threatened to the extent institutional investments flow toward the most robust
markets for external funding. Unreflective movement toward diversified reve-
nue streams can corrode campus commitments to established and valued insti-
tutional cultures, identities, and missions. At its worst, the emphasis on de-
partmental cost-centers and the pursuit of new revenues can be mindless and
dispiriting to those with deep faith in the measurable societal and individual
benefits of higher education. Still, the possibility exists that emerging financial
approaches might result in new, perhaps even inspiring, visions of the distinc-
tive financial and philosophical role of the humanities in higher education.

It seems appropriate to fashion a case-study analysis of how the new ethos
on campus is affecting the finances of the humanities in particular. How are
the microeconomies of humanities departments changing? Are annual central
appropriations to humanities units waning in the face of fiscal pressures and
increased attention to alternative revenue streams? To what extent and how
have trends to decentralized, responsibility-centered budgeting and decision
making affected humanities departments? How are staffing patterns (i.e., pay-
rolls) of humanities departments changing (e.g., among tenured faculty, tenure-
line faculty, non-tenure-line faculty, part-time instructors, and graduate-assistant
instructors)? How do faculty view the evolving strategic and funding climate
on their campuses? 

To examine these and related questions, an intensive case-study project
seems appropriate. Individual humanities departments would be the unit of
analysis for this project. In each department in the study, the project staff would
review relevant departmental documents (especially those relating to strategic
planning, funding, staffing, and course offerings) and interview department
chairs, faculty, and graduate students. On each campus, staff would also review
relevant institutional documents (especially those relating to strategic planning,
external funding, and budgeting) and, ideally, interview the provost, appro-
priate humanities-related deans, and the president. The departmental sample
would consist of thirty-four departments drawn from twelve campuses, com-
posed as follows: (a) three departments each from two public “flagship” re-
search institutions, two private research institutions, two public comprehensive
institutions, two private comprehensive institutions, and two private liberal
arts colleges, and (b) two departments each from two community colleges.33
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The product of this project would be a final report portraying the contem-
porary financial world of humanities departments across the diverse range of
such units in U.S. higher education. Ideally, the report would provide first-
hand or indirect information on financial successes among the nation’s human-
ities units and thus have aspects of a best-practices document. At the same time,
however, the intent would be to capture the realities of departments across a
spectrum, to highlight tensions and challenges as well as positives. The report
would be tailored to informing campus leaders, faculty, and state and federal
policy makers concerning the status of humanities “on the ground” in colleges
and universities.

It should be noted that such a project could be incorporated as part of a
broader case-study analysis of humanities departments and programs on cam-
pus. Such an expanded project could focus not only on funding-related ques-
tions but also on questions of governance, leadership, strategy, resilience,
staffing, and programming. As suggested in the material above, these organi-
zational areas are closely connected to funding and arguably inseparable in the
end. A broader project incorporating organizational and financial concerns
might be more cost-effective than two separate projects, if both such projects
have appeal to potential funders.

The Finances of the Humanities: A Survey 

The paucity of data on the humanities extends, as noted earlier, to financing
at the level of individual departments. One straightforward way to address
this problem is via a nationally representative survey of humanities units. Di-
rected to department chairs in institutions in varied institutional sectors, varied
humanities disciplines, and varied regions of the country, this survey would
seek information on recent trends in internal and external humanities funding
on their campuses and in their departments, fundraising efforts, enrollment
trends, changes and trends in academic programming, staffing trends, budget-
ary processes and procedures (e.g., extent of any decentralized-budgeting em-
phasis), and the chairs’ attitudes and values concerning humanities funding.
Such a project would provide an unprecedented level of information on the
current and emerging financial status of the humanities on campus. 

Embedded in both of the research ideas proposed above is a desire to learn
more regarding some significant questions for policy and practice. For example,
to what extent and how have humanities departments (e.g., Spanish, Portu-
guese, and Italian departments) been merged on campuses over time and what
have been the financial and operational implications of such mergers? Has
merging led to promised improvements in efficiency and effectiveness? Simi-
larly, to what extent and how has the centrality and connectedness of humani-
ties departments on campuses changed over time? (For example, are humani-
ties departments not serving as many undergraduates as before because other
units, hungry to maximize their own resources, have decreased distribution re-
quirements favoring the humanities?) It is reasonable to predict that the proj-
ects could provide useful empirical findings on these and other pressing issues
for the humanities fields.
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C O N C LU S I O N

The academic department is the core operating unit of U.S. universities. Cur-
ricula, degree programs, grading practices, research initiatives, and faculty ca-
reers are shaped there, and it is there that the notion of shared academic gover-
nance is most developed (Peterson 1976; Clark 1983). It is there that the finan-
cial strains confronting institutions are most salient to individual faculty and
students, and it is there that attention to the origins and effects of those strains
is most imperative. Unfortunately, although observers have long realized that
academic departments are the critical organizational units on most campuses,
they are too rarely studied as enterprises unto themselves. 

The dearth of research on academic departments is lamentable, but may be
especially so in departments in the humanities. In historical terms, the
humanities are the foundational disciplines of higher education. That central-
ity endures today: the humanities are deeply embedded in the core scholarly
missions of the great majority of contemporary colleges and universities. In
part because of that centrality, departments in these fields may tend to operate
somewhat differently from departments in other fields. For example, music
departments and chemistry departments are quite distinct as economic units:
their revenues, relevant labor markets, faculty and staff characteristics, students,
instructional models, scholarly products, and costs differ substantially. 

Unfortunately, the magnitude of these differences and their implications
for operations and outcomes are unclear because of data limitations. Our re-
view of available literature and data reveals an extraordinary dearth of material
on the financial conditions of departments in the humanities. Beginning with
basic questions like the number of students and faculty and moving to more
specific questions on salaries, implications of budgeting approaches, and the
like, one can only be surprised and disturbed by the lack of information. In
the current constrained economic context, it is particularly important that the
emerging financial context of humanities units be studied and understood.
The potential erosion of funding levels that have sustained and enriched the
humanities merits serious and ongoing analytic attention, and some part of
that attention needs to be directed toward what might be seen as the ground
floor: academic departments in the field. Ideally, this essay provides some ten-
tative first steps.
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