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Where You Earn Your PhD Matters
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ABSTRACT We collected data on every tenure-track (TT) faculty member in the 122 PhD-
granting political science departments in the United States to identify which graduate
programs place faculty members in our discipline’s research universities. The top 20% of
departments produced 75% of all faculty and the bottom 50% accounted for less than 5% of
all TT faculty members at a research university. Forty-nine programs did not have a single
graduate placed in a TT position at a PhD-granting department in the past 10 years, and
18 programs did not have a single graduate in a TT position at a PhD-granting department
at all. The overwhelming majority of TT faculty members are at a lower or equally ranked
department. The results have important implications for prospective graduate students
and the future of our discipline.

Every year, thousands of students begin a political
science PhD program.Many believe that their degree
will lead them to a tenure-track (TT) position at a
research university. In deciding whether to pursue a
PhD or at which university, potential students may

benefit by knowing the patterns of hiring. This article presents
evidence that a small number of departments hold a virtual
monopoly on placing students at PhD-granting universities.

The majority of PhD students, from 65% to 89% depending on
the broad disciplinary category and 72% to 76% for political science
specifically, enter their program with the goal of securing a TT
academic position (Curtin, Malley, and Stewart 2016; Golde and
Dore 2001; Kim, Benson, and Alhaddab 2018;Main, Prenovitz, and
Ehrenberg 2019; National Science Foundation 2021, 2023; Nature
2019; Reithmeier et al. 2019; Sauermann and Roach 2012; St. Clair
et al. 2017; 2023; Zheng and Coughlin 2023). Yet, there is a terrific
imbalance between students’ desires and actual jobs that are
available: depending on the discipline, only 3.5% to 20% of those
who finish their program achieve this goal (Berdahl, Malloy, and
Young 2020; Cornell 2020; McGrath and Diaz 2021a, 2021b, 2023;
Taylor, Martin, and Wilsdon 2010). The disparity between goal
and realization is worse for research-university positions; the
studies that are available report that 50% to 75% of PhD students,
depending on the discipline, begin their program with the goal of
being a professor at a PhD-granting research university. However,

the percentage of those who succeed is in the single digits, which
does not include the 30% to 50% of those who leave before
graduating (Golde and Dore 2001; Larson, Ghaffarzadegan, and
Xue 2014; Nerad and Cerny 2003; Tiede 2022; Weissmann 2013).

Unfortunately, only a minority of students already socialized
into higher education recognize the true gap in academic place-
ment before they begin their PhD program (Main, Prenovitz, and
Ehrenberg 2019; Weidman and DeAngelo 2020). On the one hand,
many students know or learn early in their studies that finding a
TT job is difficult (Casey 2009). On the other hand, there is a
difference between knowing that the job market is competitive,
versus that for many programs, there is no historical chance of
securing a TT job at all. Themajority of PhD graduates report that
they eventually give up on their academic goals and pursue less
desirable career paths because they cannot find a TT position
(Cornell 2020; Council of Canadian Academies 2021; Etmanski,
Walters, and Zarifa 2017; Kim, Benson, and Alhaddab 2018;
Morrison, Rudd, and Nerad 2011; Simmering and Shafto 2021;
St. Clair et al. 2017). This is not to ignore, discount, or diminish the
importance of nonacademic career paths or the goals of those who
never planned to seek a TT position. Rather, there is increasing
evidence that more programs have begun to recruit or encourage
students interested in government, non-governmental-organiza-
tion, and industry positions (Berdahl, Malloy, and Young 2020).
Some programs also have begun to socialize students after admis-
sion toward nonacademic jobs as faculty members are keenly
aware of the realities of the TT jobmarket (Roach and Sauermann
2017). One complication, however, is that whereas some PhD
degrees translate well to nonacademic jobs, including business,
computer science, engineering, and mathematics, this is not the
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case for many if not most social science PhD programs and
resource-limited departments. Most political science PhD pro-
grams do not appear to train students for skills that have a direct
line to nonacademic careers, or how to successfully transfer the
skills learned to other careers, or have advisors who have those

connections, networks or skills themselves (Council of Canadian
Academies 2021; Etmanski, Walters, and Zarifa 2017; Kolata 2016;
Larson, Ghaffarzadegan, and Xue 2014; Nerad 2007; Nerad and
Cerny 2003). There are exceptions: programs focused on “big data”
analysis tend to place well in the technology sector, and some
departments have long-established relationships with govern-
ment, industry, intelligence agencies, think tanks, and defense,
for example. However, these advantages are atypical for most
programs. Although a political science PhD eventually can lead
to many different careers outside of the academy and some of the
skills learned ultimately are transferable, the doctorate is not
needed for the vast majority of them (Cornell 2020; Simmering
and Shafto 2021; Weissmann 2013; Wood 2019).

To support future graduate students aiming for a TT position,
providing transparent information on the plausibility of landing
that position based on where they might attend graduate school
is one of the more important things we can do. Typically, it takes
five to seven years of graduate school and at least two more years
to find a TT job, if graduates find one at all (National Science
Foundation 2021). The years that graduate students spend earn-
ing a PhD are the most critical in their age group’s professional
and personal lives, when their nonacademic peers are building
the foundation of their career and family. The mid-twenties to
late thirties are widely argued to set one’s career trajectory and
lifetime earning potential, and the opportunity cost of not
securing a TT job (if desired) after the PhD investment can have
lifelong consequences (Guvenen et al. 2021).1 According to a
study by the Foundation for Research on Equal Opportunity—
a nonprofit, nonpartisan think tank—and using data from the
US Department of Education College Scorecard and US Census,
70% to 80% of non-STEM, medical, and law doctorate earners
experience a negative economic return on their PhD investment
(Cooper 2022). Financial compensation, however, is not the only
or primary reason to pursue a PhD. Undoubtedly, it is at least to
take part in the scientific endeavor by contributing original
research, which is the main requirement to earn a PhD. There
is great value in a PhD education for education’s sake—but
education alone does not pay for health insurance, rent, food,
and other essentials to live. Moreover, the majority of new
positions in political science are temporary (McGrath and Diaz
2021b). A pre-pandemic survey of 3,076 contingent faculty mem-
bers across disciplines found that 33% earned less than $25,000
annually (American Federation of Teachers 2020); only 15%
could cover basic monthly expenses; less than 50% had employer-
provided health insurance; and 40% had no job security after one
term. The experience of Dr. Amanda Reiterman, a adjunct pro-
fessor of humanities at the University of California, Santa Cruz,

is one example: she quit her position after learning that her
teaching assistant was making $300 a month more than her
(Lu 2024). If these circumstances are remotely reflective of the
future of the discipline, they bode poorly for the approximate 50%
of PhD holders who have an average of $100,000 in student debt.

In general, graduate students account for approximately 25% of
student loans but they hold 50% of all US student debt (National
Center for Education Statistics 2022). There also are important
personal costs to consider if career goals are not realized after the
seven-plus-year PhD investment. For example, the twenties and
thirties are childbearing years, and women often delay having
children until after graduate school and securing a TT job
(Morgan et al. 2021).

Recently, some disciplines have begun to explore placement
more systematically. Jones and Sloan (2022) found that more than
half of faculty positions in economics are occupied by graduates
from 15 universities and more than a third from six universities.
Similar results were found for business, computer science, and
history (Clauset, Arbesman, and Larremore 2015). Wapman et al.
(2022) conducted a broad analysis of 300,000 faculty members and
found that a small number of universities (20%) account for an
overwhelming majority of all faculty hires (80%), across all insti-
tution types. This phenomenon has not yet been explored specif-
ically for political science.2

There are several TT academic career paths, including
teaching-intensive institutions such as community colleges and
liberal arts and non-PhD-granting state universities, as well as
institutions outside of the United States. This initial study focuses
on the placement in TT positions at US PhD-granting political
science departments for four primary reasons. First, as far as
extant research can identify, a TT position at a PhD-granting
institution remains the goal for the majority or at least the
plurality of those entering academia (Cornell 2020; Golde and
Dore 2001; Larson, Ghaffarzadegan, and Xue 2014; National Sci-
ence Foundation 2023; Nature 2019; Reithmeier et al. 2019; Weiss-
mann 2013). Second, these positions are considered the most
desirable for salary, benefits, and resources, and they offer the
best financial comparison to private enterprise (Tiede 2022) (see
the online appendix for a comparison of salaries). Third, commu-
nity colleges and bachelor’s- and master’s-only colleges have
different needs, requirements, and career trajectories than PhD-
granting institutions and from one another. Fourth, if PhD-
granting departments were combined with two- to six-year col-
leges, within-discipline departmental comparisons could not be
made. Smaller colleges, for example, often do not have discrete
political science departments; instead, they combine departments
across disciplines with faculty members from many different
degree programs. The same holds if we extend beyond political
science and include international affairs and policy schools, which
also tend to be structured as professional-degree programs. That
is, we would lose our equivalent discipline and department com-
parison necessary to provide accurate and actionable information

…50% to 75% of PhD students, depending on the discipline, begin their program with the
goal of being a professor at a PhD-granting research university. However, the percentage of
those who succeed is in the single digits…
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for future students who are choosing which political science PhD
program to pursue.

We identified 122 PhD-granting political science departments
in the United States that employ a total of 3,059 TT faculty
members. Using the annual number of PhD graduates—
between 650 and 770, which is the five-year average pre-COVID
(National Science Foundation 2018)—and using the lowest pub-
lished number (50%) of those who want to be a professor at a PhD-
granting research-university, 11% of existing faculty members will
need to leave the discipline every year. Simply stated, at the very
least, the discipline is producing PhDs at a rate that requires a
100% turnover of the country’s entire political science TT faculty at
research universities every nine years—yet the average career
length is 35 years (National Science Foundation 2021). Even if
the number of PhD students interested in a research university
professorship were decreased by half and adjusted downward for
the relatively smaller percentage who seek positions outside of the
United States, there still would be a tremendous mismatch
between students’ goals and the positions they are able to obtain
(Golde 2001; Golde and Dore 2001; Roach and Sauermann 2017;
Sauermann and Roach 2012). Moreover, and complicating the
situation, every indicator forecasts a serious decline in undergrad-
uate enrollment and subsequent TT hiring for the next 20 years
(Marcus 2025).

This article answers the question of which graduate programs
produce faculty members for our discipline’s PhD-granting
research universities. We also explore the importance of pedigree
on promotion and advancement at PhD-granting institutions.
Identifying which programs result in a desired TT faculty position
is critical information not only for future political science students
but also for departments to make informed and ethical program-
matic decisions.

DATA AND METHODS

We used the public webpages of departments to identify every
known TT faculty member (N=3,059) at every identified PhD-
granting political science department (or synonym, N=122) in the
United States. We collected curriculum vitae (CV) data through
publicly available websites andmanually entered the data into our
database. Data collection started in November 2022 and finished
in May 2023 (See the online appendix for details on program
selection, data collection, and quality control.).

Our collection of CV data includes faculty members’ current
institution (N=3,059), year PhD was earned (N=2,970), university
and discipline from which the degree was earned (N=3,055 and
N=2,999, respectively), academic rank (N=3,059), years of promo-
tions (N=1,236–2,028), undergraduate institution (N=2,838), and sex
(N=3,059) (Jepson and Hatemi 2025). We restricted our analyses to
publicly available data and did not collect ethnicity, race, family
background, country of origin, income, opinions, or any sensitive
information. Names were used to find the data but were not
included in the database for analysis. Additional variables were
derived from the data, including time to promotion and career
length, among others. Citations and h-index data were collected
from all who had a Google Scholar profile (80%; N=2,448) within a
24-hour window (additional descriptives and coding procedures are
listed in online appendix table S1). All procedures contributing to
this study complied with the ethical standards of the relevant
national and institutional committees on human participants.

Where Do Our Political Scientists Come From?

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the discipline’s PhD-
granting department faculty members. These 3,059 professors
graduated from 186 universities. Overwhelmingly, US political
science professors are from US programs (96%), and 90% have a
PhD in political science or synonym (the online appendix contains
the full list of degree programs and synonyms). The only other
degrees that are meaningfully represented in the discipline’s
research universities are public policy and administration (2.8%),
economics and business (2.1%), and international service and
affairs (1.3%). Not adjusted for missingness, more than 60% of
US-educated professors attended private undergraduate schools
compared to approximately 25% of the country’s graduates, which
is consistent with prior findings on the deep income and class
divisions between faculty members and broader society (Morgan
et al. 2022). Given the only recent pursuit of better representation,
it is not surprising that 65% of current faculty members in PhD-
granting political science departments are men. The relative

Tabl e 1

Currently Placed Professors in Political
Science

Number Percentage

Graduated from US PhD Program 2,930 95.9%

Graduated from International PhD
Program

125 4.1%

Total Institutions Represented 186

PhD Degree

Political Science 2,686 89.6%

Public Policy/Affairs/Administration 84 2.8%

Economics or Business 63 2.1%

International Service/Affairs 38 1.3%

Sociology 23 0.8%

Philosophy 25 0.8%

Psychology 18 0.6%

Law 14 0.5%

History 12 0.4%

Area or Ethnicity Studies 5 0.2%

All Others (27 Programs) 31 1.0%

Missing 60

Undergraduate Degree

Research University 1,481 48.4%

Liberal Arts College/Religious 572 18.7%

Other 4-year/6-year 284 9.3%

Historically Black Colleges &
Universities

15 0.5%

Military or Arts 8 0.3%

International 478 15.6%

Unknown 221 7.2%

Undergraduate: Public (US Only) 927 39.4%

Undergraduate: Private (US Only) 1,427 60.6%

Female/Male 1,060/1,999 34.7%/65.3%

Total Positions 3,059 100%

.............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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percentage of women was higher in the past 10 years (more
than 45%), although it still is not at parity.

Career Progression

The average political scientist has been a faculty member for
21 years, with the longest-serving member an incredible 62 years
(table 2). Almost 50% hold the rank of professor. At PhD-granting
institutions, it takes an average of 7.3 years from graduation (PhD)
to earn associate professor and 14.4 years to earn professor, with
the longest time being 41 years. Approximately 35% of faculty
members remain an associate professor throughout their career.3

All differences by sex were significant at p<0.05 or better. Women
were promoted, on average, six to nine months later than men to
associate professor and professor, respectively. There is a far more
balanced distribution by rank among women, whereas most men
are at the professor rank.

Who Gets the Jobs? A Matter of Pedigree

Table 3 summarizes where all faculty members at one of the
122 US PhD-granting political science departments earned their
PhDs.4 Along with the following tables, it includes only those
graduates from US PhD-granting political science departments or
synonyms—because this is our point of comparison—thereby
reducing the sample to 2,661.5 The remaining 398 are graduates
from international universities (N=125) and/or other disciplines
(N=313; there is overlap) and they are not included in subsequent
analyses comparingUS programs. A complete placement listing of
the 3,059 professors is in the online appendix, table S2.

Six programs account for 33% of all faculty positions in PhD-
granting political science departments (see table 3A): 12 programs
account for more than 50% of all positions;6 27 programs (22%)
account for 75% of all faculty positions (see tables 3A and 3B); and
54 programs have fewer than five graduates in TT positions at a
PhD-granting institution. Graduates from 50% of political science
programs account for less than 5% of all TT research-university

positions. Harvard University, at the top, averaged about five
students a year7 in a PhD-granting political science department;
only 20 programs averaged one a year or more; and the plurality
averaged one every 15 to 45 years or less. Eighteen programs do not
have a single PhD graduate in a TT position at a PhD-granting
political science department, as far as we could find. Recall that
table 3 reflects the entirety of the past 62 years of placements for
those who remained employed as of May 2023. Overall, if past
performance is any indication of future success, graduates from
outside of the very top departments have a far lower and, in many
cases, no historical chance of securing a TT job at any PhD-
granting institution. We could find no discernable patterns
between men and women (see online appendix table S3); for
example, the top 20 programs revealed little difference and
accounted for almost the exact percentage of placements (67.5%
and 67.6%, respectively).

Recent PhD Program Performance

For students, knowing which programs are placing today is
perhaps more important than which placed well during the past
60 years; the market is more competitive than ever before. In 2000,
approximately 40,000 doctorates were awarded in the United
States; in 2022, that number was 60,000 (Hanson 2024; National
Science Foundation 2021). However, the number of TT positions,
both academia-wide and within the discipline, has remained
generally flat (McGrath and Diaz 2021a).

Three factors stand outwhen restricting the data to those hired in
the past 10 years or to all thosewhograduated after 2012 (figure 1; see
also online appendix tables S4 and S5). First, only 8% to 9% of
political science PhD graduates found or remained in a TT position
at a PhD-granting institution after 2012.8 Second, there has been
some change in which programs placed graduates at PhD-granting
institutions during the past half-century. Harvard continues to place
more students than any other institution (4.7 per year); however,
NYU and MIT moved into the top 10, whereas UCLA and Chicago

Table 2

Rank and Time to Promotion

ALL MEN WOMEN

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage

Assistant Professor 631 20.6% 322 16.1% 309 29.2%

Associate Professor 946 30.9% 578 28.9% 368 34.7%

Professor 1,482 48.4% 1,099 55.0% 383 36.1%

Average/Standard
Deviation Range

Average/Standard
Deviation Range

Average/Standard
Deviation Range

Total Time in Career 20.8 (12.7) 0–62 22.5 (12.9) 1–62 17.5 (11.4) 0–58

Time to Associate Professor 7.3 (2.5) 2–24 7.1 (2.4) 2–24 7.7 (2.5) 2–23

Time to Professor 14.4 (4.8) 4–41 14.2 (4.9) 4–41 14.9 (4.3) 6–33

Associate for 10 Years or More 272 34.7% 179 37.4% 93 30.5%

N 783–3,059 478–1,999 305–1,060

Graduates from 50% of our political science programs account for less than 5% of all TT
research-university positions.
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moved out. Several programsmade substantial gains (more than 1%)
in the total percentage of themarket share of graduates placed when
comparing placements from all of those before 2013 to those after,
including NYU (+2.7%), Princeton (+1.9%), UCSD (+1.5%), Penn
State (+1.0%) and UT Austin (+1.0%). Approximately 50 programs
either held their position ormade somegain. The remaining 72, how-
ever, lostmarket share in the past decade, including 15 programs that
previously were ranked in the top 30 of placements that experienced
a substantial decline in graduates placed (see online appendix
table S6). Third, 49 programs (40%), as far as we could find, did
not have a single political science graduate in aTTposition at a PhD-
granting political science department after 2012.9

Does Pedigree Determine How Far One Can Move Up?

The importance of ranking or prestige is a factor almost everyone in
the academy speaks about to some degree, but our understanding is
based largely on word-of-mouth, reputation, and views from col-
leagues ormentors but rarely on data.How likely is it that if someone
graduated from the University of Lowly Ranked—all things being
equal—they could land a TT position at University Dream Job or at
least University Pretty Good?We ranked each department based on
the number of graduates in a TT position (one being the best and
44 theworst; therewere several ties). Recognizing that it is imperfect,
we used this as our measure of rank or status, but we argue that it is
perhaps an ideal metric for students who are deciding onwhich PhD
program to pursue if they are interested in a TT position. Figure 2
displays the difference in rank between where faculty members
graduated and where they currently hold a TT position.10 The
overwhelming majority of faculty members who have a TT position
at a PhD-granting institution do so at a lower or equally ranked
department (86%). Less than 2%moved upmeaningfully during their
career, whereas 50% moved down more than 1 standard deviation
(mean/standard deviation = -14.4/14.1, N=2,657) (see online appendix
table S8). One problem is that for all of those graduating from a top

program, they have nowhere to go but down (e.g., Harvard would
have to hire all of its graduates to break even). Therefore, we removed
graduates from the top 10 programs, reducing the sample by half (see
online appendix table S9 and figure S1 for the results). The results
were similar; 80% of those who secured a TT position did so at a
lower or equally ranked department and less than 5%moved upmore
than 1 standard deviation during their career (mean/standard devi-
ation = -8.9/12.4, N=1,354). Most of the upward movement was
marginal.

A review of the faculty profiles at top institutions found that
most of those faculty members are from the same group of
institutions. This selectivity, however, cannot be attributed to
pedigree alone.11 Table 4 presents the correlations between rank
of programs as measured by placements, citations, and time to
promotion. Rank of PhD institution, citation count, and attending
a private undergraduate university are the strongest correlates
with the rank of where a faculty member currently holds a TT
position—in that order. Recall that lower rank is better, so a
negative correlation means better rank and more citations. We
found no significant differences by sex for securing a position at a
higher-ranked university.12 Furthermore, the correlation between
a department’s average citations and its department rank based
on its placement record is also high: -0.72 (p<0.01/N=2,661) (see
online appendix table S11 for averages by department and
missingness). That is, the faculty members at top departments
are producing more highly cited works. However, it is well
recognized that, in large part, the resources, norms, environ-
ments, and reward mechanisms of more prestigious institu-
tions drive this increased productivity and citation count (Way
et al. 2019).

Does Rank, Status, or Prestige Influence Promotion?

The better the citations, the faster faculty members are promoted.
Regarding how long it takes to earn associate professor and where
they earned their degree have no significant role. There is amodest

Tabl e 3

Number of Graduates Currently in TT
Positions at PhD-Granting Institutions

A. 12 Departments Account for >50% of Placements

University Name
Total
Placed %

Yearly
Average

Harvard University 225 8.5 5.0

UC Berkeley 167 6.3 3.9

Princeton University 129 4.8 3.1

University of Michigan 125 4.7 2.7

Yale University 116 4.4 2.5

Columbia University 110 4.1 2.5

Stanford University 110 4.1 2.7

University of Chicago 108 4.1 2.4

UC Los Angeles 75 2.8 2.0

UC San Diego 72 2.7 2.0

Ohio State University 66 2.5 1.8

MIT 65 2.4 1.5

Totals 1,368 51.4 32.1

Tabl e 3 (Continued)

B. 15 Additional Account for >75% of Placements

University Name Total Placed % Yearly Average

Duke University 60 2.3 1.6

Cornell University 58 2.2 1.3

Washington Univ. St. Louis 55 2.1 1.3

University of Rochester 54 2.0 1.3

University of Wisconsin 53 2.0 1.3

University of Minnesota 51 1.9 1.0

New York University 46 1.7 1.3

UNC Chapel Hill 46 1.7 1.3

Michigan State University 37 1.4 0.9

University of Texas Austin 36 1.4 0.9

Northwestern 34 1.3 0.8

Illinois Urbana-Champaign 31 1.2 0.7

Emory University 30 1.1 0.9

Johns Hopkins 30 1.1 0.7

University of Iowa 30 1.1 0.7

Totals 651 24.5 15.9
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correlation between the time it takes for promotion to professor
and the rank of where the PhD was earned. More interesting are
the correlations between the rank of where faculty members
currently are employed and promotion and productivity. The
directions are the same, but the magnitudes are at least two times
greater. Finally, there are significant but minor sex differences:
women have lower citation and impact factors—a finding consis-
tent with extant research. There are at least four important
considerations regarding these citation differences. First, career
length is by far the strongest correlate of citation count in our data,

Table 3 (Continued)

C. Next 36 Account for <20% of Placements

University Name
Total
Placed %

Yearly
Average

Indiana University 27 1.0 0.7

University of Pennsylvania 27 1.0 0.6

University of Washington 24 0.9 0.7

Florida State University 23 0.9 0.6

SUNY Stony Brook 22 0.8 0.6

UC Davis 22 0.8 0.6

University of Maryland 22 0.8 0.6

University of Virginia 22 0.8 0.5

Cal Tech 21 0.8 0.5

Rutgers University 19 0.7 0.5

Georgetown University 18 0.7 0.5

Texas A&M University 18 0.7 0.5

Penn State 17 0.6 0.5

University of Notre Dame 17 0.6 0.5

University of Pittsburgh 17 0.6 0.4

Rice University 16 0.6 0.4

SUNY Binghamton 16 0.6 0.4

Brown University 12 0.5 0.3

UC Irvine 12 0.5 0.3

University of Colorado 11 0.4 0.3

Vanderbilt University 11 0.4 0.3

New School 9 0.3 0.3

Syracuse University 9 0.3 0.2

University of Arizona 9 0.3 0.2

UC Santa Barbara 9 0.3 0.2

University of Florida 9 0.3 0.2

University of Georgia 9 0.3 0.2

Claremont Graduate 8 0.3 0.1

University of Houston 8 0.3 0.2

University of Oregon 8 0.3 0.2

Arizona State University 7 0.3 0.2

City University of New York 7 0.3 0.1

George Washington 7 0.3 0.2

University at Buffalo SUNY 7 0.3 0.1

UC Riverside 7 0.3 0.2

University of Kentucky 7 0.3 0.1

Totals 514 19.3 12.7

Table 3 (Continued)

D. Bottom 50% Account for <5% of Placements

University Name
Total
Placed University Name

Total
Placed

Boston College 6 Colorado State
University

1

Purdue University 6 Fordham University 1

UMass Amherst 6 George Mason 1

University of Oklahoma 6 Georgia State Atlanta 1

Clark Atlanta University 5 Idaho State University 1

University of New Mexico 5 Kent State University 1

University of Wisconsin
Milwaukee

5 Loyola Chicago 1

Unknown 4 Northern Arizona U 1

Boston University 4 Northern Illinois U 1

Brandeis University 4 Temple University 1

Howard University 4 Texas Tech University 1

Louisiana State University 4 University of Denver 1

University of Dallas 4 University of South
Dakota

1

University of Hawaii Manoa 4 University of Utah 1

University of Kansas
Lawrence

4 West Virginia
University

1

University of Missouri
Columbia

4 Case Western
Reserve

0

University of South Carolina 4 Hillsdale College 0

University of Southern
California

4 Florida International 0

Washington State University 4 Northeastern
University

0

University of Nebraska
Lincoln

3 Southern Illinois 0

University of North
Texas

3 Tulane University 0

Catholic University of
America

2 UC Santa Cruz 0

Miami University Ohio 2 University of
Delaware

0

SUNY Albany 2 University of Idaho 0

University of Alabama 2 Univ of Illinois
Chicago

0

UC Merced 2 University of
Mississippi

0

University of Cincinnati 2 Univ of Missouri
St. Louis

0

University of Connecticut 2 University of
Nevada LV

0

University of New Orleans 2 University of
Nevada Reno

0

University of Tennessee 2 University of Texas
Dallas

0

American University 1 Virginia Polytechnic 0

Baylor University 1 Wayne State
University

0

Western Michigan 0

Total Placed/Percentage 128/4.8

Note: Yearly Average includes only the past 35 years of placements (i.e., the average
career length of a TT professor).
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Figure 1

Graduates Placed in TT Positions at PhD-Granting Institutions—Past 10 Years

Placements
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Texas A&M

The average number of placements, relative change, and the 49 programs that had no placements in the past 10 years are displayed in tables S4-S6 in the online appendix. University of
South Dakota is shown but no longer has an active political science PhD program.

.............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

PS • 2025 7
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096525000071 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096525000071
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096525000071
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096525000071
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096525000071


Figure 2

Graduates Move Down, Not Up
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and the overwhelming majority of hires were men during the past
century, which results in men being in the profession longer.
Second, there is a well-documented citation difference between
sexes with clear negative consequences for the hiring, salaries, and
promotion of women. Women are less likely to be cited by men;
the disciplines with more women scholars have smaller gender
citation gaps; women are significantly more likely to cite other
women; and women are credited less for ideas and findings than
men in coauthored pieces (Chatterjee and Werner 2021; Dion,
Sumner, and Mitchell 2018; Ross et al. 2022). Third, we have no
means to control for childbearing and parenting duties that
overwhelming fall to women and have a real impact on their time
available for academic work (Crawford and Windsor 2021). For
example, whereas women without children produce, on average,
88% to 96% of the total number of papers compared to men, those
who have children (as high as 78%) produce 74% to 83% of papers
compared to men due to increased duties at home (Morgan et al.
2021). Fourth, we calculated all promotion times from when the
PhD was earned and not from the time hired; we argue that the
former is a more accurate measure because it includes the years
spent pursuing a TT job.

Limitations

The data reflect the entirety of the field as of May 2023 and have
many strengths. The data are not dependent on selective insti-
tutional reporting, survey participation, or a given year but
instead comprise the complete record of all those currently in
a TT position at a PhD-granting political science department.
Similar to all data, however, there are limitations. The data are
only as good as what departments report on their websites and
what people declare on their public CV, dissertation, and faculty
profile. For example, if anyone is listed as an affiliate faculty
member on their department webpage but is, in fact, a TT faculty
member, they would not be in our study. Similarly, if they listed
their degree as international affairs but it was political science,
they would not be included in the within-discipline analyses.We

took every step to reduce these errors, including scouring dis-
sertations and cross-referencing professional webpages with
CVs; indeed, a small number of CVs had incorrect information
that we corrected, resulting in lower item-missingness. Our data
do not include the few people who were promoted, changed jobs,
left the academy, or were hired between the beginning and the
end of our data collection. We did not capture all personnel
changes through the life course but rather the end result of all of
those changes—at least before May 2023. We also did not
capture political science PhDs working outside of the field, such
as those in policy schools. Nevertheless, given the large sample
size and complete coverage of the field, these relatively small
differences should have a minimal impact on our overall con-
clusions. There also is no evidence to expect different patterns of
placement in administrative or non–political science roles. This is
not meant to discount that some departments may have few
placements in our data because they specialize in training toward
community college, liberal arts, government, or public service. That
is, in absolute terms, the lower-placing departments may have
more placements at two- to six-year colleges; however, the extant
research so far points to higher-ranked departments also dominat-
ing these positions (Wapman et al. 2022). Future research that is
focused specifically on the discipline will need to confirm whether
this is the case for political science.

Our analyses are based on the total number placed and those
remaining in a TT position. This has several implications. First,
we cannot account for the number of students admitted into each
program; that is, we cannot provide a true probability of placement
by department. These metrics, as far as we know, are not shared by
any department and change yearly. Second, the data do not allow
for a detailed exploration of the sociodemographic dynamics of
PhD placement because this is a function of each program’s cohort
sizes, ethnicity and sex composition, and attrition rates—data
that also are closely held by each program. Third, the data can-
not provide any insight into those who did not make tenure or
left the academy entirely. Fourth, the focus of this study is on

Tabl e 4

Correlations Between Citations, Status, and Promotion

Rank
Graduating

From
Rank Current
Department

Years to
Associate
Professor

Years to
Professor Citations H-index Sex

Career
Length

Rank Graduating From

Rank Current
Department

0.37**

Years to Associate 0.02 0.16**

Years to Professor 0.11** 0.30** 0.50**

Citations –0.13** –0.28** –0.19** –0.30**

H-index –0.11** –0.28** –0.25** –0.38** 0.80**

Sex 0.01 0.00 –0.11** –0.08** 0.14** 0.22**

Career Length –0.05** –0.06** –0.03 0.10** 0.42** 0.59** 0.18**

Private versus Public
Undergraduate

–0.22** –0.16** –0.01 –0.04 0.04 0.02 –0.12** –0.02

N 1,088– 2,657 1,088– 2,657 1,064–1,793 902– 1,088 1,699–2,101 1,728–2,143 2,126–2,598 2,100

Notes: Pearson’s and point-biserial correlation were used for all relationships except Sex and Public/Private for which tetrachoric correlation was used. Ranks 1=highest; Sex male=1
and female=0; Private undergraduate=1 and Public=0 (US institutions only); years to promotion, citations, h-index, and career length are continuous. *p<0.01, **p<0.001.
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programmatic outcomes. That is, the study did not explore or
collect data on the different constraints that affect choice or
acceptance into a PhD program, including high school education,
family resources and support, role of advisor, academic networks,
mentorship, training in publication and grants, and other intan-
gibles that lead to professional outcomes. These factors track with
admission into high-status PhD programs, however, and have
been explored elsewhere (Beaulieu et al. 2017; Carsey 2020; Curtin,
Malley, and Stewart 2016; Yanow 2020).

DISCUSSION

The finding that the status, rank, or prestige of a student’s PhD
program matters should not be surprising. That it remains the
strongest predictor of obtaining a TT position at a research
institution for more than a half-century and is a limiting factor
in the ability to move up to more resource-rich institutions,
however, does merit attention. Indeed, for those 49 programs
that do not have a single graduate placed in a PhD-granting
political science department since 2012, including those 18 that
may never have, or the many departments that placed only a few
graduates at a research institution during the past 60 years,
future students should approach those programs with these
findings in mind. This guidance remains true even for those
departments that place once every five to 10 years, which is the
case for approximately 40 other programs. The reality is, there
are few programs in which graduates have a reasonable expecta-
tion, depending on one’s definition of reasonable, that with effort
and luck, they could secure a TT position in any PhD-granting
department.

What do these results mean for the discipline? Some may see no
issue and prefer the status quo. Othersmay view the data as evidence
that most departments do not have the resources needed for a
successful PhD program and cannot produce students competitive
for research-university positions, and that there should be a retrench-
ment of PhD-granting departments. Discussion around the recent
closures of several PhDprograms suggests this as one reason. Others
may view the data as more evidence that elitism is entrenched in
academia and that inequality of resources and protectionism are
primarily responsible for the lack of TT placement success for most
PhD-granting departments. In this view, merit and effort can take
most only so far and the hidden curriculum, quality of preparation
for a TT career, and academic networks are not a reflection of the
quality of the student but rather of the degree of advantages and
connectedness that a select few universities provide (Wai et al. 2024).
Layered within these factors are the academic qualifications of
students who apply to different programs, the environments that
they create, and the differing missions of universities.

We cannot adjudicate between those and other positions but
instead advocate that we have an ethical obligation to provide
potential students with real and useful information about their

chances of career success—as they define it—regardless of the
reason. We recognize that there are departmental obligations
to recruit good students. Many programs have their PhD admis-
sions intertwined with teaching and grading needs. Those pro-
grams are likely trapped in a web of their own making, where
graduate-student teaching assistants are a critical part of the
instructional resource base, and they could not teach required
undergraduate classes without them unless faculty teaching loads
were significantly increased—which is a nonstarter at a research
institution. The study’s findings may speak to broader conversa-
tions and perhaps pressure points occurring in higher education
about equity and equality, the value of graduate education, the use
of PhD student labor, unfunded PhD students, increasing faculty
demands, the corporatization of the university, chasing prestige,
and the tension between the dual roles of graduate education to be a
way to gain and create knowledge while leading to desired careers,
at the very least.

Developing standards of transparency and reporting—similar
to the way in which the field has enforced data transparency
including truth in advertising and requirements for disclosing
actual placement rates by type of position—appear justified.
Documenting every political science department’s placement web-
pages, we found three that reported comprehensive raw or sum-
mary data on their graduates’ placements and around half
reported a 10-year or better list of placements. The remainder,
however, reported either nothing or something between sporadic
information and curated datapoints. Approximately 60% of PhD
programs make a clear statement on their placement record; there
are frequent quotes on department websites similar to “almost all
graduates found academic jobs”; “most graduates gain tenure-

track positions at leading universities”; “our department is ranked
#1 in the world”; and “96% of our graduates found meaningful
placements within months.” Reconsideration of what is adver-
tised, verifying the accuracy, and qualifying such statements may
be helpful given the findings presented in this study. All state-
ments are included in online appendix table S12 for readers to
assess their validity for themselves.

What we found largely absent were statements that clarified
which type of career each PhDprogram primarily is designed for—
whether for academia, teaching positions, industry, government,
or other paths. We found none that made clear that TT positions
are an unlikely result for the overwhelming majority of their gradu-
ates. Such information could benefit both the students and the
program. Many argue that the issue of greatly overproducing
PhDs is academia-wide and necessitates a rethinking of what we
are doing, given the costs involved in earning a PhD and the
unrealistic or underinformed expectations that most students
entering a PhD program have (Berdahl, Malloy, and Young
2020; Brennan and Magness 2019; Larson, Ghaffarzadegan, and
Xue 2014; Nature 2019; Weissmann 2013; Zheng and Coughlin
2023).

The reality is, there are few programs in which graduates have a reasonable expectation,
depending on one’s definition of reasonable, that with effort and luck, they could secure a
TT position in any PhD-granting department.
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A different conversation is needed to address the intellectual
stagnation that is a plausible result of the dominance of a handful
of institutions placing the overwhelming number of graduates.
We could lose 75% of our PhD programs and it would only make a
dent in the TT academic labor market. We could lose 50% and
most probably would not know it (Wapman et al. 2022). However,
having so few institutions dominate PhD-granting positions can
only result in those institutions replicating their own culture,
teaching and research biases, potentially repressing new ideas—
which, given the eroding reputation of academic research, is worth
consideration. A more difficult conversation surrounds elitism.
Not all students begin on the same footing, even considering the
rank of their program, which ultimately may affect their compet-
itiveness in the job market. Several faculty members, unprompted
when responding to either our quality-control checks or public
presentation, offered stories of exclusion, denial of funding, and
ridicule or mistreatment by their colleagues that they believed was
due to graduating from a lower-ranked or non-prestigious PhD
program. This study focused only on public data, but conducting
future interviews about the career path of those who are and are
not from top programs may provide further insight.

What about promotion trajectory? It is difficult tomeasure, much
less disentangle effort and merit from pedigree and status. Citations
and impact factor are inherently biased toward those who already
dominate the prestige hierarchy (Hanneman 2001). We found few
cases in which scholars published their way upward. However, after
landing a TT position, where one graduated from had little role in
promotion. Publications appeared to be the more important promo-
tion factor.

The findings may not help those students already in graduate
school to obtain the position they are pursuing, but we hope the
study results provide useful information for those who are seeking
to begin a PhD program in political science. Our second equally
important aim is to provide information to faculty members and
departments to inform and perhaps motivate our discipline
toward greater self-reflection and graduate-program transparency,
to benefit both the field and our future students.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
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NOTES

1. For a discussion on the financial costs of not securing a TT position, salaries by
type of institution, and quality-of-life outcomes, see the online appendix.

2. We could find only one prior attempt: Oprisko, Dobbs, and DiGrazia’s (2013)
unpublished essay (see the online appendix for more details).

3. This includes all of those at the associate professor rank for 10 years ormore. It is an
imperfect estimate. We cannot know how many will be promoted in the future,
whichwould bias the estimate upward. Conversely, we cannot know all those under
10 years who will never be promoted, which would bias the estimate downward.

4. Fordham, Miami Ohio, South Dakota, and New Orleans are shown but have
discontinued their PhD programs. One graduate from the University of Denver
listed a political science PhD—although that program currently does not have
one, we erred on the side of inclusion and this graduate also is shown. None of
these five institutions was counted as one of the 122 political science PhD-
granting programs.

5. We included graduates fromdepartments of government, politics, political science,
and 73 other synonyms, including all dual-degree PhDs, in that list. We did not
include graduates from other disciplines (see the online appendix for a full list of
includeddepartments).We coded the four facultymemberswhoweremissing their
degree institution as the United States to err on the side of inclusion.

6. Oxford University (27) and University of Toronto (17) were the best-placing non-
US departments.

7. See the online appendix for further discussion on average placements per year.

8. This is the number of post-2012 graduates in a TT-position institution (N=653),
divided by the number of graduates during the past 10 years: between 7,150 and
8,470, depending on the cutoff date (2022–2023) and the low/high annual
estimate of graduates (650/770).

9. Differences by sex are presented in online appendix table S7.

10. For simplicity, we treated the distance between each ranking as equal, but we
recognize that they are not. Harvard University, for example, ranked #1
(225 placements) but is not five times better than Yale ranked #5
(116 placements). Harvard, however, is at least 40 times better at placement than
departments ranked #40.

11. We could detect only one clear pattern of Google Scholar profile missingness:
there were more faculty members in departments that do not place well who did
not have a profile. However, we could not find any patterns of missingness by
scholar. Some of our most highly regarded scholars do not have a profile, whereas
many of those with presumably low citations also do not have a profile.

12. The results of a linear model regressing rank of the program where one is
employed on the rank of the program where one graduated, along with length
of career, sex, citations, h-index, and whether one attended a private undergrad-
uate institution as a rough measure of developmental resources are presented in
online appendix table S10. Putting aside post-treatment concerns, we found what
is expected by the correlations: greater citations predicted upward mobility but
where the PhD was earned is the stronger predictor.
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