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Abstract Previous research has found that there is a good deal of stability in
departmental prestige, but has not considered its long-term dynamics. This paper
investigates a hypothesis implied by some accounts in the sociology of science and
organizational theory: that there will be a permanent component of prestige
associated with the department or university. The data are the ratings of graduate
departments of sociology between 1965 and 2007 using a measure of prestige
constructed from hiring patterns. There is no evidence of a permanent component for
individual departments, but there is evidence of a permanent difference between
departments in “elite” universities and those in other universities. Despite change in
rankings within each group, the difference between the groups remained constant
over the period. That is, there appear to be enduring barriers that limit the mobility of
individual departments.
Keywords Prestige . Department rankings . Matthew effect . Faculty hiring

Introduction
Departmental prestige plays a central role in the matching of individuals, resources,
and rewards in the academic profession. From the individual point of view,
departments shape opportunities: someone who receives a first job at a prominent
department will enjoy more resources, time for research, and contact with colleagues
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who can provide various kinds of assistance. As a result, he or she is likely to have
higher research productivity and higher visibility compared to someone of the same
ability who begins at a lower-ranked institution (Crane 1965). From the
organizational point of view, prestige helps a department to attract the most talented
students and faculty, even apart from any material advantages that it can offer: as
Kerr (1991, p. 10) puts it “a reputation, once established, is an institution’s single
greatest asset.” From a societal point of view, the concentration or dispersion of
talent may affect the direction and rate of intellectual development.
There have been a number of rankings of departments, from small-scale studies in
the 1920s and 1930s (Hughes 1925, 1934) to the comprehensive reviews by the
National Research Council beginning in the 1980s (Jones et al. 1982; National
Research Council 1995). There is a good deal of stability in the position of
individual departments, but also some cases of substantial change—the decline and
eventual closing of the sociology department at Washington University is a wellknown example. To go beyond this observation, it is necessarily to develop models
of the dynamics of prestige.
The high degree of stability in prestige rankings can be explained by a process
that has been called “cumulative advantage” (DiPrete and Eirich 2006) or the
“Matthew Effect” (Merton 1968): prestige helps departments to get more access to
resources, and means that they get more credit for the accomplishments that result.
However, the implications of the process of cumulative advantage for differences
between groups are uncertain, as DiPrete and Eirich (2006, p. 280) observe. In this
paper, we develop hypotheses about the long-term persistence of two kinds of
differences: between individual departments and between departments in “elite” and
“non-elite” universities. The hypotheses are tested using a measure of prestige based
on hiring patterns, which can be computed for graduate departments of sociology at
five time points between 1965 and 2007.

The Dynamics of Prestige
Merton (1968) proposed that scientists who are already more widely recognized tend
to receive more recognition for additional accomplishments. For example, the more
prominent author is usually assumed to have made the major contribution to a coauthored paper, regardless of the order of authorship or any disclaimers offered in
the text. Recognition also makes it easier to obtain resources such as funding, job
offers, and invitations to speak or publish in prominent places. It therefore facilitates
future accomplishment and enhances the credit that one will receive for any
accomplishment. Consequently, initial advantages tend to grow—success breeds
success.
Although Merton focused on individual careers, he noted that a similar logic applies
to departments (Merton 1968, p. 62). Departments that have a strong reputation will
find it easier to attract talented faculty and students. Those faculty and students will
benefit from being surrounded by talented and well-connected people, and may be
more productive than people of similar ability at less prominent departments (Allison
and Long 1990). Even if there are no real differences in productivity, people at more
prominent departments may get more recognition for their work (Crane 1965). Thus,
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there will be a self-perpetuating process of inequality—departments with a reputation
for quality will attract talented students and faculty, their accomplishments will
maintain the reputation for quality, and the departments will consequently be able to
replace them with other talented people when they leave or retire.
There are, however, a variety of unpredictable factors that affect the process—
some faculty will accomplish substantially more or less than expected, prominent
faculty members may move to a lower-ranked department for personal reasons, or
new intellectual currents may emerge in the field. These factors mean that the
reputation of some departments will decline and the reputation of others will rise. In
the absence of countervailing factors, the current status order will eventually be
replaced with an entirely new one as the result of the accumulation of many small
changes. In Merton’s (1988, p. 619) words: “various preeminent departments of
science will decline while others rise in the fullness of time.”
On the other hand, there may be limits on the possibility of long-term change.
Merton (1968) observes that past accomplishments can be re-interpreted in light of
current standing. In his example, a scholar who becomes prominent will
retrospectively receive more credit for any early work done in collaboration with
more senior researchers. Similar reasoning suggests that a department’s past
accomplishments are a latent resource. If a department with a distinguished past
falls on hard times, the idea of working to restore a “tradition of excellence” may
help it to attract support from administrators and to recruit promising faculty
members. Moreover, if it begins to rebound, it will get credit for accomplishments in
the more distant past. These considerations suggest that returning to a previous level
of prestige will be easier than rising to that level in the first place. As a result,
departments which became prominent at an early stage will have a lasting advantage
over other departments. Baldi’s (1994, p. 31) claim that “established departments
rarely, if ever, lose prestige” suggests an asymmetrical process of this kind.
Another possibility is that there is a permanent component of prestige attached to
the university as a whole rather than the department. A university’s general
reputation will help in recruiting students and faculty even to its weaker departments,
and will provide access to resources that can be used to improve those programs
(Keith 1994). Consequently, prominent universities may find it easier to build up
strong departments and to restore the reputation of departments that have declined.
Strong departments in less prominent universities would lack these advantages and
therefore find it more difficult to return to their previous position if they slipped.
Podolny (2005) suggests another reason for a permanent component at the university
level. In his account, a high-status organization which produces a mix of high and
low-quality products runs the risk of losing its reputation for quality. This point
suggests that administrators in high-status universities will try to maintain strong
departments in all fields in order to avoid putting their general reputation at risk.
To summarize, our study asks whether there is a permanent difference between
departments based on the past of either the department or the university. If not,
change may be slow, but in the long run there are no limits on the possibility of
upward or downward movement. If there is a permanent component, there will be a
limit on how far members of the elite can fall and how far those outside the elite can
rise. In Weber’s (1946: 188–90, 405–6) terms, the question is whether there is an
open or a closed status system.
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Models of Change in Prestige
The baseline model for change can be written:
yit ¼ a þ byi;t1 þ eit

ð1Þ

Where yit represents the prestige of department i at time t and yi,t-1 represents the
prestige of the department at the immediately preceding time. In this model (known
a Markov model or first order autoregression), only the immediate past matters:
history before time t-1 provides no additional predictive power. The model implies
that the correlation between the values at different times will steadily approach zero
as the gap increases: if yt has a correlation of r with the values of y at t-1, it will have
a correlation of rk with the values at t-k. This value approaches 0 as k increases. That
is, as time goes on, the current status ranking will become less similar to the original
one, and after a sufficiently long time it will be almost completely different. The
decline in the correlation will be slow if r is large, but it is an inevitable consequence
of model (1).
The idea of a permanent department-level component of prestige can be expressed
by allowing the intercepts to differ:
Yit ¼ ai þ byi;t1 þ eit

ð2Þ

The differences in the intercepts mean that the correlation between current and future
values of prestige will not approach zero. The prestige order at widely separated
times will still be similar because of the differences in ai. This observation provides
the basis for a test of the hypothesis of enduring differences: to fit a model including
not only the value at t-1, but also the values at the earliest available time. If there is a
permanent component, the value at the earliest time will have a positive coefficient:
that is, the current rankings always retain some similarity to early ones, no matter
how much time has passed.1
Finally, the idea of a permanent university-level component of prestige can be
expressed by a model including a measure of university status (z):
Yit ¼ a þ byi;t1 þ gzi þ eit

ð3Þ

To serve as an independent variable, the measure of university status must be defined
using information from before the earliest observation of prestige.

Data and Measurement
Department Prestige There are two primary ways of measuring department
standing. The more familiar one is to ask knowledgeable observers to rate the
faculty or graduate program. An alternative is to infer social position from the

1

The hypothesis of enduring differences cannot be tested by including a separate dummy variable for each
department, since this procedure produces biased estimates (Hsiao 1986, pp. 73–6).
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pattern of network ties.2 In this case, the ties are the department from which the PhD
was obtained and the current employer. For example, if a Harvard faculty member
has a PhD from Berkeley, there is a tie between the two departments.
As Hurlbert (1976) observes, offering a job to a candidate can be regarded as an
expression of esteem for the department of origin, and accepting a job is an
expression of esteem for the department that offers the job. Top departments will
rarely offer jobs to graduates of lower ranked departments. Lower ranking
departments may attempt to hire from the top departments, but they will sometimes
be unsuccessful and have to settle for graduates of lower-ranked departments. A
number of studies in different fields have found that hiring patterns show a clear
hierarchy, and that the resulting rankings of departments are highly correlated with
reputational ratings from surveys (Fogarty and Saftner 1993; Hanneman 2001;
Burris 2004; Amir and Knauff 2005; Schmidt and Chingos 2007). 3
In principle, arguments can be made for either approach, and the best measure of
prestige might combine information from both. The practical advantage of measures
based on hiring patterns, however, is that they can be retrospectively constructed
from faculty directories, making it possible to have a regular series of observations
covering a longer period of time. Surveys of department reputation have been taken
at irregular intervals, and the published results of some of the early surveys include
only the top-rated departments.
The American Sociological Association began publishing a Guide to Graduate
Departments in 1965. Several subsequent editions of the Guide were published in
the 1970s, and it has become annual since the early 1980s. The Guide lists the names
of all faculty members in graduate departments, as well as the department from
which they received their graduate degrees. The 1965, 1974, 1983, 1996, and 2007
Guides provide the data for this analysis, providing approximately equal intervals
while including the longest possible span of years.4
The 1965 edition did not record the institution from which faculty received their
degrees, but the information can be obtained from the listings in later editions and
2
There is no generally accepted terminology; some studies (e. g., Podolny 2005) use “status” to refer to
similar measures of network position.
3
Several studies, including Keith and Babchuk (1998), Paxton and Bollen (2003), and Burris (2004) have
considered the relationship between prestige and research productivity and found some systematic
departures. That is, they imply that to some extent reputation reflects “ascription” rather than
“achievement.” Podolny (2005) argues that status differences will generally exaggerate real differences
in quality—that is, the highest-ranking organizations will be overrated and the lowest-ranking ones will be
underrated. This paper will not consider the extent to which differences in prestige are deserved—it simply
regards them as a fact.
4
We counted tenured or tenure-track faculty whose primary appointment was in the sociology department—
emeritus faculty and courtesy appointments were excluded. When sociology was combined with another field
in a single department (most often anthropology), we attempted to identify and exclude faculty from the other
field. Members of a sociology department with graduate training in another field were included. It would be
very difficult to identify such people systematically, and some may have worked closely with sociologists
during their graduate education. Therefore, we counted all as sociologists rather than risk introducing selection
bias by excluding some based on personal impressions. In the earlier years, a number of faculty did not have a
PhD, either because they were hired when still working on their dissertations or because their careers began
before the degree became essential. For those cases, we counted the last institution at which they were known to
have done graduate study in sociology—the department at which they received a master’s degree or began their
dissertation. We excluded those with degrees from professional schools or from universities outside the United
States.
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the ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database, a comprehensive record of PhD
dissertations completed at universities in the United States. When necessary, these
sources were supplemented with information from departmental notes and lists of
dissertations in the American Journal of Sociology and American Sociological
Review. Between these sources, it was possible to identify the degree-granting
department for about 97% of the faculty in the 1965 sample.5
The simplest measure of a department’s prestige is a count of the number of its
graduates on the faculty of graduate departments. However, this measure counts all
placements equally: a more refined measure would give more credit for placements
in high-prestige departments (Hanneman 2001). Using the count of the number of
placements from the employing department as the weight produces a measure that
can be called “second-order” placements. Formally, if nij represents the number of
people with degrees from department i who are employed in department j, and nj
represents the total number of people with degrees from department j who are on the
faculty in graduate departments, second-order placements can be defined as:
si ¼

J
X

nij nj

j¼1

For example, suppose a department places five PhDs: one at a department that has
no graduates at graduate departments, one at a department with ten, one at a
department with 16, and two at a department with 24. The second-order placement
score is then 0 þ 10 þ 16 þ 24 þ 24 ¼ 74. Second-order placements are similar to
measures of journal “impact” that give more weight to citations in journals that are
frequently cited, or the PageRank algorithm used by Google to rank web pages
(Palacios-Huerta and Volij 2004).
The idea could be extended by using second-order placement scores as the
weights to obtain a measure of “third-order” placements, using third-order
placements as the weights to obtain a measure of “fourth-order” placements, and
continuing until convergence. The resulting values are the first eigenvector of the
count matrix nij, which is often used as a measure of network “centrality” (Burris
2004, p. 252). We prefer to use second-order placements because the values have a
more transparent interpretation, but the second order placement scores are very close
to the eigenvector scores (the correlation is 0.99), and conclusions about the nature
of change are the same regardless of which measure is used.
The calculation of second-order placements does not include an adjustment for
the size of the graduate department. A larger department has more opportunities to
place its graduates at other departments, so if the goal were to have a measure of
department “quality,” it would be desirable to have some adjustment for size of the
graduate program. On the other hand, the idea of prestige is necessarily related to
visibility. Prominent departments have an advantage in recruiting students and
obtaining financial resources, making it easier for them to sustain a large program.
Conversely, a program that remains small will find it difficult to gain great influence
or visibility, even if it maintains high standards. Thus, the unadjusted measure seems
5

The missing cases may result from omissions in the database, degrees from universities outside the
United States, or degrees that were awarded under another name.
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preferable as a member of overall position in the discipline. However, we also
carried out analyses using a measure of prestige adjusted for department size and
obtained essentially identical results.6
University Status The measure of prior university status is based on two studies, one
from the beginning and the other from the middle of the twentieth century. Cattell
(1906) compiled a list of the 1,000 leading “men of science” in the United States,
and collected a variety of biographical information including their current employer.
We defined an “elite” group of universities as the 12 that employed the largest
numbers of leading scientists from Cattell’s list. All 12 of these universities were
also founding members of the Association of American Universities, which was
established in 1900 to advance research and graduate education. 7 This group of
universities represents early leaders in graduate education generally. Their standing
in the discipline of sociology had little or no influence on this classification. Cattell
(1906) considered a number of social sciences including anthropology and
psychology, but not sociology, and only a few universities even offered a PhD in
sociology at the time.
In the 1950s, the University of Pennsylvania conducted a review of its own
graduate programs. As part of this study, it developed a list of 24 “leading
universities . . . which offered the doctorate in a wide variety of fields” (Keniston
1959, p. 115).8 In effect, these are institutions that one elite university regarded as its
major competitors. All of the universities on the Cattell/AAU list also appeared on
the Keniston list. As a result, the lists can be combined to produce a three-category
classification: 12 universities on the Cattell/AAU list, 12 additional members of the
Keniston list, and all other universities.9 The number of universities offering a Ph.D.
in sociology grew from 75 in 1965 to 108 in 1974, and has changed only slightly
since then. The two levels of “elite” universities made up almost a third of all Ph. D.
programs in 1965, and a little over 20% today.
The use of a categorical measure of university status is largely a reflection of the
original data sources, and it might be possible to make further distinctions within the
groups. Moreover, there is room for debate about the placement of some institutions.

6

The measures are based on all members of the faculty, not just recent hires. Therefore, they build in some
inertia—departments continue to get credit for graduates from several decades ago. However, over the
entire period there was almost complete turnover in faculty. Out of approximately 2,000 faculty members
in 2007, only 27 had been on the faculty at graduate departments in 1965, and only 9 of those remained at
the same institution. Nevertheless, the correlation between 1965 prestige and 2007 prestige was 0.828.
7
The other founding members of the AAU were Clark and Catholic Universities, neither of which are
members today. Clark granted a few doctoral degrees in sociology, but never offered a regular program;
see note 8 on Catholic University.
8
Keniston’s list also included Catholic University, which was established as an exclusively graduate
institution and produced a large number of doctorates through the 1950s. However, it focused on
supplying faculty for other Catholic universities, and the Keniston survey did not rank any of its
departments among the leaders.
9
The first group includes Berkeley, Chicago, Columbia, Cornell, Harvard, Johns Hopkins, Michigan,
Pennsylvania, Princeton, Stanford, Wisconsin, and Yale; the second includes Duke, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa,
Minnesota, North Carolina, Northwestern, NYU, Ohio State, Texas, UCLA, and Washington (Seattle).
Catttell’s (1906) list of leading employers of scientists also included MIT, which has never offered a PhD
in sociology. The next two universities on his list were Minnesota and Ohio State.
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However, the three-category classification provides a plausible ranking of university
standing in research and graduate education in the first half of the twentieth century.

Analysis
The analysis begins by examining the general pattern of hiring and the rankings of
particular departments according to our measure of prestige. Next, we examine
overall inequality in the distribution of prestige. Many universities have tried to
expand and improve their research and graduate education programs since the 1960s.
As a result, it is possible that there has been a decline of inequality in hiring: more
departments have talented and well-trained graduate students who can compete for
the best jobs. Amir and Knauff (2005), using data on hiring patters, find that this is
the case for economics departments in the 1990s. Finally, we compare the three
models of change discussed in the previous section: the Markov model, the
permanent departmental component, and the permanent university component.
Hiring Patterns
Table 1 shows the leading departments in 2007 on several measures of placements.
The first two columns give the names and number of placements for the departments
with the most placements. The top 20 departments supplied about 70% of the faculty
at PhD-granting departments in 2007, with the leader supplying slightly less than
7%. At the other extreme, of the 115 departments with PhD programs in 2007, nine
had sent no graduates to other PhD departments, and 18 had sent only one or two.
The next column gives the leading departments ranked by second-order placements.
This list is very similar to the list of leaders in the number of placements, and when all
departments are considered there is a correlation of .95 between a simple count of
placements and the measure of second-order placements. There does, however, seem to
be a small but systematic pattern of differences. Five departments indicated in the table
rank three or more places higher in second-order placements than in the simple count,
and four of those are elite private universities. Four departments rank three or more
places lower, and all of those are large state universities.
The last column ranks departments by the origins of their faculty. The
departments that rank higher are those that draw their faculty from more prominent
departments. For example, if a department had three faculty members, one with a
degree from Harvard, one from Stanford, and one from Washington State, its average
would be ð92 þ 57 þ 31Þ=3 ¼ 60. As expected, most departments that rank high in
second-order placements also rank high in faculty origins.
On the whole, the idea of a single dimension of prestige fits the data very well.10
The resulting rankings of individual departments are plausible, and quite similar to
10

In more detailed analysis we found one systematic departure from the pattern: departments are more likely to
hire their own graduates. Omitting these cases does not produce significant changes in the relative position of
departments, so the reported results count all placements. It is worth noting, however, that the tendency became
much weaker over the period: in 1965, 15% of all faculty members in graduate departments were employed at
the department from which they had earned their PhD; in 2007, only 4% were.
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Table 1 Top 25 sociology departments by various measures of prestige, 2007
Number of Placements

Second-order Placements

Origin of Faculty

Wisconsin

148

Chicago

Northwestern

Berkeley

136

↑Harvard

UC-San Diego

Chicago

133

Berkeley

Berkeley

Michigan

102

↓Wisconsin

Michigan

Harvard

92

Michigan

NYU

N Carolina

62

Stanford

Pennsylvania

Stanford

57

Princeton

Iowa

Washington

56

Pennsylvania

New School

Princeton

54

↑Cornell

Yale

Texas

54

↓North Carolina

Harvard

UCLA

50

UCLA

Columbia

Columbia

49

↓Washington

Brown

Northwestern

47

Columbia

Oregon

Indiana

46

Northwestern

Chicago

Penn

46

↑Yale

Minnesota

Cornell

45

Indiana

Stanford

Ohio St

42

Minnesota

Illinois-Chicago

Penn St

40

↓Texas

Pittsburgh

Minnesota

35

Penn State

New Mexico

Yale

32

↑Arizona

Texas

Washington St

31

↑Duke

Stony Brook

Johns Hopkins

29

Washington St.

CUNY

Arizona

28

Johns Hopkins

Princeton

Duke

26

Stony Brook

Michigan State

NYU

26

Albany

UCLA

Italics indicate a difference of three or more positions in ranks on second-order placements and number of
placements; ↑ indicates that rank is higher for second-order placements, ↓ that it is lower

the rankings from surveys of reputation. The correlation between the logarithm of
second order placements in 1995 and the 1993 NRC ratings of faculty quality is
0.83, and the largest discrepancies are found for less prominent departments.11 The
upper reaches of both lists are very similar. Eighteen of the 20 highest-ranked
departments in the NRC survey were among the top 20 in second order placements,
and the two that were not (Pennsylvania State and Arizona) ranked twenty-first and
twenty-third. There was only one striking difference involving a prominent
11
The most recent NRC rankings (Ostriker et al. 2010) are quite different from previous ones, as well as
from the 2007 rankings of second-order placements. However, the latest NRC rankings represent weighted
averages of a large number of objective characteristics rather than the results of a survey. The most
rankings by second-order placements are highly correlated with the 2009 rankings by U. S. News (2011),
which are based on a survey. Thus, the changes in NRC rankings seem to reflect changes in methodology
rather than changes in the world.
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department—Cornell ranked twelfth in second-order placements but only thirty-fifth
in the NRC survey.12
There was, however, one departure from the one-dimensional pattern that
deserves some attention. Examination of the last column of Table 1 shows several
departments that draw their faculty from prominent departments but do not rank
among the leaders in second-order placements. Figure 1 shows the relationship
between faculty origins and second-order placements in more detail. The horizontal
axis is the average number of placements by the departments from which faculty
received their degrees and the vertical axis is the square root of second-order
placements.13 Departments which place a large number of their graduates at
prominent departments and hire almost exclusively from prominent departments fall
in the upper right. Departments that hire from prominent departments but have not
placed many graduates at other departments fall in the lower right. Despite the strong
positive correlation, there is a clear asymmetrical pattern: there are quite a few
departments in the lower right, but none in the upper left.
In principle, it might seem that a department could make special efforts to identify
candidates with high potential from lower-ranked departments. A department that
followed this approach could build a strong faculty at relatively low cost, and use
that reputation to attract and place talented graduate students. However, the absence
of departments in the upper left indicates that no department has successfully
followed a strategy of this kind. This absence may reflect the difficulty of identifying
individual potential. Another possibility, suggested by Podolny’s (2005) account of
“status leakage,” is that a department may lose prestige by hiring from low-prestige
departments, so that its graduates become less appealing to potential employers. In
any case, the pattern in Fig. 1 deserves further investigation, but does not change the
basic conclusion that hiring patterns reflect a single dimension that is strongly
correlated with survey-based measures of “quality.”
Overall Inequality
Table 2 shows the top 25 departments and their second-order placements in 1965,
1983, and 2007. There is a good deal of continuity in the leaders, but also some
substantial changes. About a third of the departments on the top 25 in 2007 were not
on the list in 1965. Another notable change is that the number of second-order
placements increased dramatically over the period as a result of an increase in the
number of faculty and graduate departments.
The distributions for different years can be compared by considering the shares of
the highest-ranked departments as a percentage of all second-order placements.
Table 3 shows the shares for selected numbers of departments. At each level, the
12

The NRC reputation rankings are based on current faculty, while second-order placements include all
graduates. As a result, the reputational rankings are more sensitive to more recent changes, whether for
better or for worse. This difference can plausibly account for most of the discrepancies involving highranked departments.
13
The variance of the number of second-order placements is proportional to the mean, as is often the case
with counts. The square root transformation eliminates the relationship between the mean and variance,
and also makes the relationships with other variables more nearly linear. See Bartlett (1947) for more
discussion of the square root transformation.
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Fig. 1 Faculty origin and
second-order placements by
departments
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Table 2 Leading departments by second-order placements: 1965, 1983, and 2007
1965

1983

2007

Chicago

2321

Michigan

4821

Chicago

Harvard

1660

Chicago

4818

Harvard

5168
4947

Columbia

1605

Harvard

4342

Berkeley

4505

Michigan

1449

Wisconsin

3386

Wisconsin

4102

Minnesota

766

Berkeley

2227

Michigan

3563

Wisconsin

667

Columbia

2213

Stanford

1997

Berkeley

617

Washington

1320

Princeton

1913

Princeton

612

N Carolina

1251

Penn

1646

N Carolina

499

Yale

1073

Cornell

1528

Yale

462

Ohio St

1057

N Carolina

1489

Penn

433

Stanford

961

UCLA

1484

Ohio St

397

Cornell

942

Washington

1404

UCLA

372

Minnesota

941

Columbia

1292

Washington

332

Princeton

932

Northwestern

1101

Cornell

325

Penn

844

Yale

1081

Northwestern

241

Texas

675

Indiana

1014

Iowa

221

*J. Hopkins

640

Minnesota

834

Illinois-Urbana

201

Illinois-Urbana

608

Texas

746

Stanford

198

Northwestern

595

*Penn State

713

NYU

196

*Indiana

565

*Arizona

626

Iowa St

173

*Wash St

487

*Duke

616

Michigan St

160

UCLA

473

Wash. St.

462

Texas

133

Michigan St

468

J. Hopkins

449

Purdue

127

NYU

428

*Stony Brook

442

Wash. U

126

Iowa

365

*Albany

418

*new to top 25

Am Soc (2012) 43:310–327

321

Table 3 Proportion of second-order placements by the leading departments, 1965–2007
R

% from the top R departments
1965

1983

2007

1

15.1

11.8

10.0

2

25.9

23.0

19.6

3

36.3

33.5

28.3

4

45.7

41.4

36.3

5

50.7

46.9

43.1

10

69.3

63.5

59.8

15

81.1

74.6

72.1

20

88.1

82.0

79.8

30

96.0

90.9

Total Departments

75

88.0

115

112

share drops—for example, the five leading departments accounted for just over half
of the second-order placements in 1965, and only 43% in 2007. However, the
number of departments grew by 50% over the period, so a given number
corresponds to a smaller proportion of all departments. For example, the top ten
departments amounted to about 13% of all graduate departments in 1965 and about
9% in 2007.
Figure 2 compares the distribution of second-order placements controlling for the
increase in the number of departments. The vertical line represents the share of all
second-order placements provided by lowest x percent of departments, where x is the
scale of the horizontal axis. For example, the lowest 70% of departments account for
only about 10% of the second-order placements, and the lowest 90% account for a little
less than half. The figure shows distributions in 1965, 1983, and 2007. The distributions
in 1965 and 2007 are nearly identical—that is, any given proportion of departments
accounts for about the same share of second-order placements. There is somewhat more

100

Percent of Second-Order Placements

Fig. 2 Concentration of secondorder placements, 1965, 1983,
and 2007

80
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40

20

Year
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0
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80
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concentration in 1983. The change may reflect the rapid increase in the number of
graduate departments between 1965 and 1983. New departments needed to hire more
faculty members, but were not yet ready to provide them, so the increased demand was
filled by the leading programs. By 2007, some of the newer departments were able to
compete as suppliers of faculty, reducing the leaders to their previous levels.
Despite the difference between 1983 and other years, the overall picture is one of
stability in the concentration of second-order placements. The principal change
involves an increase in the number of departments. The change amounts to a
growing population combined with a constant degree of inequality: there is a decline
in the share held by any individual department, but no reduction in the gap between
the top and the bottom.
The Dynamics of Department Prestige
Table 4 gives regression results bearing on the model of a permanent component of
the prestige of individual departments. The question is whether 1965 placements
have any power to predict current placements after controlling for placements in the
immediately preceding period. Many contemporary PhD programs did not exist in
1965, but they can be included in the analysis by giving them a value of 0 for
second-order placements in 1965 and using an indicator variable to represent
programs that began after 1965. In substantive terms, the estimate for this variable
can be interpreted as the difference between a new doctoral department and an
existing department with no placements. For 2007 placements, the coefficient for
1965 placements is positive and significant at the 10% level. In the 1995 equation, it
is significant at the 5% level but has the wrong sign. In the 1983 equation, it is small
and not significant. Overall, the analysis shows no evidence of a permanent prestige
order among individual institutions: a department’s position simply depends on its
immediately preceding position.

Table 4 Second-order placements: models for permanent department component
(1)
Dependent

(2)

2007

Intercept
Previous value
Post-1965 program

1995

1983

.66

.41

(.68)

(.81)

1.067***

1.066***

(.028)

(.075)

(.075)

1.02

0.72

1.83*

(.99)

(0.78)

(.83)

1.75**
(0.53)
1.056***

.145†

−.274*

.049

(.079)

(.118)

(.104)

Second-order, 1965
R2
N

(3)

.943
112

†P<0.10 *P<.05 **P<.01 ***P<.001

.907
115

.952
115
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The possibility of a long-term difference based on university status is addressed in
Table 5. The results involve predictions of second-order placements in 2007 from
values in 1965 and the two dummy variables representing levels of “elite” university
status. The estimates for both levels are positive and statistically significant. The
estimate for the Cattell/AAU group is significantly larger than the estimate for other
members of the Keniston group. In order to evaluate the sensitivity of the estimates,
the second column uses an alternative definition in which the two next largest
employers of Cattell’s (1906) leading scientists (Ohio State and Minnesota), are
counted in the first group. Under this definition, the separation between the two
“elite” groups is smaller, but the estimate for the first group is still substantially
larger than that for the second and both are significantly greater than zero.
The results in Table 5 show that the standing of universities in the early and
middle 20th century helps to predict the standing of sociology departments today,
even controlling for the standing of the departments in 1965. That is, there is a very
long-lasting component of prestige that extends long beyond the career of any
individual. Few, if any, of Cattell’s “men of science” could be regarded as
sociologists, and none of them are alive today. However, their presence in 1906
helps to predict the prestige of sociology departments today.
It is possible that the advantage of departments in elite universities is limited to
some part of the period under consideration. For example, the rapid expansion of
graduate education in the 1960s may have offered more opportunities for
“outsiders,” temporarily reducing the influence of elite status. The models in Table 6
consider each sub-period separately, using the immediately preceding values and
university status as predictors. Both estimates of “elite” status are positive in all four
equations. There is some evidence of change in the magnitude of the differences.
The estimates for university status in the most recent period are considerably smaller
than the estimates in the other periods and not significantly different from zero: that
Table 5 Second-order placements: models for permanent university component
(1)
Intercept

(2)

6.71***
(1.25)

Second-order, 1965

0.75***
(.14)

6.32***
(1.33)
0.85***
(.015)

Post-1965 program

−0.51
(1.68)

(1.78)

Cattell/AAU

22.54***

16.98***

(3.98)

(4.13)

Keniston

8.18**
(2.95)

R2
N

.787
112

†P<0.10 *P<.05 **P<.01 ***P<.001
Model 2 uses alternative definition of university groups—see text for details

−0.13

8.87**
(3.18)
.762
112
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Table 6 Second-order placements: effect of university status by period
1974
Intercept

1983

4.19****
(0.68)

Previous Value

1.05***

Keniston
New Program
R2
N

0.43

1.55†

0.81

(0.84)

(0.73)

0.76***

(0.05)

9.49***

1.04***

(0.06)

5.20**

(2.25)

2007

(0.62)
0.99***

(0.08)
Cattell/AAU

1995

(0.05)

8.29***

(1.88)

1.57

(2.58)

(2.72)

4.01*

1.76

2.67†

0.64

(1.67)

(1.32)

(1.52)

(2.50)

−2.72**

1.42†

0.45

1.01

(0.99)

(0.77)

(0.99)

(0.85)

.915

.955

108

.911

115

.943

115

112

†P<0.10 *P<.05 **P<.01 ***P<.001

Fig. 3 Predicted second-order
placements by university type

Predicted second-order placements

is, second-order placements in 2007 could be represented by a Markov model in
which they depend only on second-order placements in 1995 and an error term.
However, the standard errors for the sub-periods are too large to permit firm
conclusions on this point: the hypothesis that the Cattell/AAU estimates are the same
in each period cannot be rejected at conventional levels of significance (p=.11). That
is, there are hints of a recent decline in the effects of university status, but no
definitive evidence.
The estimates in Tables 5 and 6 are statistically significant, but are they large
enough to be of substantive interest? Figure 3 illustrates the size of the difference
using predicted values for hypothetical departments in the three groups which began
with the 29 second-order placements in 1965, which was the median at that time.
The regression estimates in Table 6 can be used to produce predicted values for each
subsequent year: the first regression produces a predicted value for 1974, which
provides the value of the independent variable for the 1983 regression, and so on.
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All departments move ahead between 1965 and 1974, but those in the elite
universities gain more rapidly. They continue to diverge after that time: the predicted
number of second-order placements for a department in a non-elite university
remains virtually unchanged, but the value continues to grow for departments in elite
universities. By 2007, the predicted value for a department in the Cattell/AAU group
is 939, which would rank 17th, and the predicted value for a department in the
Keniston group is 339, which would rank just out of the top 25. The predicted value
for a department in a non-elite university is only about 110. Thus, the differences by
university status are large as well as statistically significant.
The pattern can also be seen by returning to the list of the top-ranking
departments in Table 2. Although some individual departments saw substantial
changes, the elite universities dominate the top ranks in all 3 years. In 1965, eight of
the top ten departments were from the Cattell/AAU group; in 1983 and 2007, nine of
the top ten were. The highest position ever attained by a department that was not in
an “elite” university was 19th, by Michigan State in 1965 and Pennsylvania State in
2007. Although some departments from elite universities declined over the period,
others improved their standing, and as a group they maintained their dominant
position.
To summarize, the division between departments in elite universities and departments
in other universities has endured over a period of great economic, institutional, and
intellectual change. The top ranks continue to be dominated by departments in the
universities that were leaders in research and graduate education at the beginning of the
twentieth century. Some of these departments, like Chicago and Wisconsin, were
prominent in the early development of sociology, but others did not even offer graduate
training in the field until much later. A survey in the early 1930s (Hughes 1934, p. 224)
rated 24 departments as “adequately staffed and equipped for work leading to the
doctorate in Sociology.” Five of the universities in the Cattell/AAU group did not
appear on this list: Berkeley, Cornell, Johns Hopkins, Stanford, and Princeton.14 By
1983, all of these universities had sociology departments in the top 25, and all except
Johns Hopkins were among the top 10 in 2007.
The second group of “elite” universities has also maintained its position. Ten of
the 12 universities in this group were on the top 25 in 1965. The number fell to eight
in 2007, but the others were not far off the list. However, only one department from
the second group, North Carolina, has managed to maintain a position in the top ten,
so the separation between the two levels of elite universities has also endured.

Summary and Conclusions
The major finding of this study is that there is a long-term component of department
prestige that is associated with the university. Although there have been changes in
the standing of individual departments, there is no tendency for the gap between the
prestige of departments in “elite” and other universities to decline. The persistence of
the gap is particularly striking given the expansion of research and graduate training
over the period, and vigorous efforts by many universities to raise their standing in
14

Berkeley and Johns Hopkins did not establish departments of sociology until the 1950s.
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research and graduate education. Graham and Diamond (1997) argue that a number
of “challengers” have equaled or surpassed the traditional leaders by some measures.
In terms of the placement of sociology PhDs, however, the traditional order has
endured. Just as individuals gain a lasting advantage from being located in
departments with many strong researchers, departments seem to gain a lasting
advantage from being located in universities with many strong departments.
One possible explanation of the enduring gap in department prestige is that it
represents one case of a more general phenomenon: the advantages of university
resources and reputation are so strong that it is difficult for departments in non-elite
universities to move into the top. As Keith (1994, p. 366) puts it, “eminence is a
property of the university . . . tied into perceptions of prolonged sustained research
capabilities and accumulated wealth.”
Another possibility is that the stability of the gap depends on the balance between
resources and competition. The last period of rapid growth in the field was 1965–74:
since that time, the number of available positions has grown only slightly. At the
beginning of the period of expansion, a number of departments in elite universities
still had room to grow. The largest prestige gains during this period were not made
by outsiders, but by expanding or upgrading departments in elite universities,
including Stanford, Indiana, and Johns Hopkins. By the time that universities outside
the traditional elite began making vigorous efforts to improve their standing,
competition was more intense and the number of positions was no longer growing,
and rapid improvement was more difficult. This hypothesis suggests that the stability
of the prestige order depends on the size and rate of growth of the discipline. When
departments in elite universities are not able to meet the increased demand for new
faculty members, either because they are near capacity or because the growth is
especially large, outsiders may be able to break into the top ranks.
A third possibility is that that the importance of association with an elite
university is inversely related to the degree of intellectual consensus in the field. It is
generally agreed that sociology has less consensus than fields such as economics or
mathematics, and that there is less agreement about who the best researchers are.
Where consensus is high, less prominent departments may be able to move up by
attracting a few recognized “stars.” Where there is less consensus, the effect of any
individual on the department’s reputation might be smaller; conversely, individual
prestige might be more influenced by association with a high-status institution. In
effect, institutional status would be more important where there is less agreement
about the quality of research and scholarship. Han (2003) finds significant
differences in the strength of the prestige ordering in different disciplines, although
he does not consider the possibility of a link to general university status.
To choose among these possibilities, it would be necessary to compare the history
of departmental prestige in different fields. In any case, our research finds that
references to an “academic caste system” (Burris 2004; Weeber 2006) are more than
a colorful way of expressing the general stability of rankings: they are valid in the
strict sense of an enduring difference between groups, with limits on the possibilities
of upward and downward mobility.
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